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ABSTRACT
Community colleges are under ongoing pressure to increase the success of
students placed into developmental courses; while many reforms focus on the length of
course sequences, there is also attention on how students are assessed and placed.
Studies of these assessment and placement (A&P) methods focus primarily on predictive
validity; one aspect of validity that is neglected is social validity, which assesses the
extent to which the goals, procedures, and effects of an intervention are socially
desirable.
The purpose of this study was to use a social validity framework to explore the
perspectives of community college math and English faculty on three A&P methods:
standardized test scores, multiple measures placement (MMP), and guided selfplacement (GSP). This sequential mixed methods study consisted of in-depth interviews
(n=10) followed by a survey designed to evaluate the social validity of the three
methods and explore the relationship with adult education philosophies (n=107).
Based on the integration of qualitative and quantitative findings, faculty feel the
goals of A&P are to assess knowledge and skills, place students into a course that is not
too hard or too easy, and to maximize students’ chances for success. They largely agree
that MMP is designed to achieve these goals but are less positive regarding GSP and
tests. They are concerned about the procedures of all three methods, including their
design, implementation challenges, and how students experience placement. Faculty
v

were most positive about the effects of MMP, but only half agreed that tests and GSP
correctly placed students. The social validity of tests was more positively associated with
more teacher-centered educational philosophies; the social validity of GSP was more
positively associated with more student-centered philosophies. However, all of the
correlations were small or negligible.
Exploring social validity can provide valuable information about levels of support,
whether there is a shared vision and goals, potential implementation challenges, and
whether outcomes are identified and understood. A greater understanding of the
perspectives of not only faculty but also administrators, advisors, and especially
students, could help community colleges build support for reform, proactively identify
challenges, and implement stronger programs, policies, and practices.

.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Nationally, an estimated 40% of incoming college students at public 4-year
institutions enroll in at least one developmental, also known as remedial, course
intended to address a lack of college readiness (Chen, 2016). The rate at open access
community colleges is considerably higher, with 68% of incoming students enrolling in at
least one developmental course (Chen, 2016). However, these data only account for
students who enrolled in a developmental course; studies showing that approximately
one-third of community college students never enroll in recommended developmental
courses suggest that the percentage of students who are assessed as needing
developmental coursework is much higher (Bailey, 2009; Bailey et al., 2010).
While developmental courses are intended to help improve student success by
preparing the underprepared for college level coursework, these courses can also be
barriers in both time and money. Developmental courses typically are non-credit
courses that count towards students’ full-time enrollment and financial aid but do not
count towards overall credit accumulation or degree completion. These courses also
count against Pell grant limits, meaning that students may use several semesters worth
of Pell funding before even beginning to earn degree credits. This can be especially
impactful for students who intend to transfer to a four-year institution and may deplete
their Pell funding at the community college prior to transfer. Depending on how low in
1

the developmental sequence they are placed, students could also spend their first two
to three semesters enrolled only in developmental coursework, extending what is
designed as a two-year degree program into three or more years.
Compounding the problem, the success rates for students who are assessed and
placed into developmental coursework are especially poor, and students who are placed
into multiple levels of developmental coursework are even more likely to experience
attrition, negatively impacting their overall rates of success in college. One study of over
250,000 community college students found that only 33% of developmental math
students and 46% of developmental reading students completed the entire
developmental sequence (Baily et al., 2009). Ultimately, only 20% of developmental
math students and 37% of developmental reading students completed their college
level math or English course within three years. Certain subgroups of students are even
less likely to complete the developmental sequence, including men, African Americans,
part-time students, vocational students, and older students (Henson & Hern, 2019;
Hern, 2012).
Developmental education has pejoratively been referred to as “higher
education’s bridge to nowhere” (Complete College America, 2012, p. 4), and colleges
are under ever increasing scrutiny from the government and policy organizations to
improve the success rates of students who are placed into developmental education.
While many reform efforts have focused on addressing the length of developmental
course sequences, reformers are also drawing attention to the ways in which students
are assessed and placed into developmental coursework in the first place.
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The extent to which developmental assessment and placement (A&P) should be
mandatory for students who are deemed to be underprepared for college has been
debated at least since the 1960s (Berger, 1997; Friedlander, 1981; Hadden, 2000; Perin,
2006; Roueche, et al., 1985; Rounds & Andersen, 1985; Zeitlin & Markus, 1996).
However, by the 1980s, it had become standard practice for community colleges to
administer a commercially designed placement test, most commonly the American
College Testing (ACT) COMPASS and the Educational Testing Service (ETS) ACCUPLACER
tests, to incoming students and to use strict cut scores to place students into mandatory
developmental courses (Austin et al., 2013; Fields & Parsad, 2012; Hughes & ScottClayton, 2011). Although debate continued, this practice of assessing and placing
students based on a single high-stakes placement exam remained standard practice at
community colleges until 2012, when two studies challenged the predictive validity of
the most common placement tests and the extent to which these tests may be
overplacing or underplacing students (Belfield & Crosta, 2012; Scott-Clayton, 2012). In
response, ACT phased out the COMPASS test (Fain, 2015).
While some colleges responded to the elimination of the COMPASS test by
adopting a different standardized placement test, others shifted to using alternate
measures to place students, including high school GPA, admissions tests such as the SAT
or ACT, completion of certain math and English courses in high school, and noncognitive assessments as some of the most commonly used measures (Bahr et al., 2019;
Barnett & Reddy, 2017; Boylan, 2009; Bracco et al., 2014; Duffy, et al., 2014; Morante,
1989; Ngo & Kwon, 2015; Saxon & Morante, 2014). These multiple measures placement
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(MMP) policies were widely adopted in the 2010s by individual colleges and statewide
community college systems, including in California, Florida, Colorado, and North
Carolina. However, MMP can be a resource intensive process, creating challenges for
many community colleges (Hodara, Jaggars, & Karp, 2012).
One alternative to standardized tests and MMP is guided self-placement (GSP).
Rather than the college determining whether students should enroll in college level or
developmental coursework, GSP places the onus on the student to decide. The process
by which this decision-making takes place varies but typically involves a self-assessment
tool that asks students about past experiences with the content area, beliefs and
attitudes about their knowledge, and questions about their student success skills (Gere,
et al., 2010; Moos & Van Zanen, 2019; Royer & Gilles, 1998; Toth & Aull, 2014). Based
on their responses to this instrument and subsequent conversation with an advisor,
students receive a recommended placement level, which they can choose to follow or
not. There is a robust body of literature on GSP in the context of writing assessment at
four-year institutions (Balay & Nelson, 2012; Blakesley, 2002; Blakesley, et al., 2003;
Chernekoff, 2003; Cornell & Newton, 2003; Gere, et al., 2010; Gere, et al., 2013; Moos &
Van Zanen, 2019; Neal & Huot, 2003; Pinter & Sims, 2003; Reynolds, 2003; Royer &
Gilles, 1998; Toth & Aull, 2014). However, the research on using GSP at community
colleges is incredibly limited; there were only two published studies of GSP at
community colleges prior to 2019 (Klausman et al., 2016; Tompkins, 2003). Guided selfplacement is also sometimes referred to as directed self-placement (DSP) or selfdirected placement (SDP). Because guided self-placement is the term used in the state
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where this study was conducted, I will use GSP as the default term for this method of
placement; however, in Chapter 2, there will be places where directed self-placement or
self-directed placement is used to reflect the terminology used within particular studies.
Determining the best way to assess and place incoming students into the
appropriate coursework has thus become an issue of critical importance to community
colleges, and there is a large body of literature on the validity evidence relating to the
use of various placement methods. Studies of standardized placement tests have
focused primarily on predictive validity with a secondary focus on content validity.
Studies of multiple measures placement have focused primarily on predictive validity,
with a secondary focus on consequential validity. Studies of guided self-placement
encompass a slightly broader perspective on validity, including discussions of face
validity (Royer and Gilles, 1998), content validity (Toth & Aull, 2014), the local construct
of basic writing (Gere et al., 2013; Hassel et al., 2015; Klausman et al., 2016), and
consequential validity (Gere et al., 2010). However, one aspect of validity that is
neglected in studies of developmental education A&P is social validity.
Social validity is the extent to which the goals, procedures, and effects of an
intervention are seen as socially desirable by those directly and indirectly impacted by
that intervention (Wolf, 1978). An assessment of social validity can provide
organizations with information to help them more effectively implement new programs,
policies, and practices, including assessment processes. According to Schwartz and Baer
(1991), “social validity assessment is a defensive technique” (p. 191) designed to help
identify levels of buy-in from stakeholders, areas of resistance, and the potential
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sources of that resistance. They point to the importance of assessing social validity not
only to determine whether some interventions are liked or disliked but also why they
are liked or disliked, indicating that one possibility is that people tend to find
interventions that align with their prior beliefs to be more acceptable. The assumptions
people make about current practices, their roles, and the changes being implemented
are of particular importance to successful developmental education reform efforts
(Brower et al., 2017; Edgecombe et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2015).
The purpose of this study is to use a social validity framework to explore the
perspectives of community college math and English faculty on A&P for developmental
education, specifically standardized test scores, MMP, and GSP. This study will add to
the body of literature on A&P practices by expanding the scope of validity research to
include social validity and adding to the scant literature on GSP at community colleges.
Additionally, the inclusion of math faculty in this study will contribute to the almost
nonexistent body of literature on GSP for math placement (Kosiewicz & Ngo, 2020), and
may provide insights into why the practice is much less common for math than writing
placement.
A greater understanding of faculty perspectives on the goals, procedures, and
outcomes of A&P practices could also be helpful for colleges implementing placement
reform. Faculty can play a role in both the selection and implementation of A&P
practices, including setting cut scores for standardized placement tests and facilitating
the GSP process. A greater understanding of their perspectives, and the possible roots
of those perspectives, can help institutions better create buy-in, prepare for resistance,
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and adjust implementation procedures as needed (Hitchcock et al., 2015). For example,
although GSP is designed to provide students with increased ownership over their
educational choices, several studies have questioned the extent to which students are
truly making their own decisions about placement and what role faculty advisors play in
that decision-making process (Bedore & Rossen-Knill, 2004; Coleman & Smith, 2021;
Kenner, 2016). Thus, the extent to which a faculty advisor sees GSP as being socially
valid could have an impact on how they guide a student’s placement decision.
This study utilized an exploratory sequential mixed methods approach. The
qualitative phase consisted of interviews of math and English faculty to explore how
they perceive the goals of developmental education A&P; the implementation
procedures of standardized test scores, MMP, and GSP; and the outcomes of placement
decisions using standardized test scores, MMP, and GSP. Data gathered in this phase
guided the design of a survey which was used in the quantitative phase. This survey of
math and English faculty was designed to evaluate the social validity of standardized
test scores, MMP, and GSP; the survey also included a set of items adapted from the
Philosophy of Adult Education Inventory (Zinn, 1990) designed to explore the extent to
which perspectives on social validity align with faculty assumptions about the purpose
of education, how students learn, and their own roles in the educational process.
In Chapter 2, I will explore the literature on developmental education
assessment and placement. First, I will discuss perspectives on the extent to which A&P
should be mandatory. Next, I will introduce three different methods of A&P, including
standardized test scores, multiple measures placement, and guided self-placement. I
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will address research on support for and critiques of each method, a brief history of
their use, and implementation challenges. Next, I will review the literature on the
validity of each of the three methods. I will then introduce the need for more
consideration of social validity in the study of A&P methods and end with a brief
discussion of the literature on adult education philosophies.

.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
The last 20 years have been marked by “a veritable frenzy of activity focused on
the improvement of developmental education outcomes” (Ellis, 2020, p. 154), with the
creation and expansion of organizations and initiatives designed to study current
practices and provide suggestions and guidance for how best to meet the needs of
students who arrive at college underprepared for college level coursework (Cafarella,
2014; Ellis, 2020). Many of the current conversations around developmental education
reform are echoes of conversations from the 1960s (Roueche, 1968), and the challenge
of how to address the issue of underprepared students is much older still; Boylan and
White (1987) point to tutoring-based remediation in Latin for Harvard students in the
1600s as the first example of developmental education in the United States. Expanding
access to higher education over the following centuries only increased the need to
support underprepared students, including women and students of color, arriving on
college campuses (Boylan & Bonham, 2007; Boylan & White, 1987; Cafarella, 2014;
Roueche, 1968). Individual tutoring and other small-scale efforts were soon replaced by
entire departments offering remedial reading, writing, and math (Arendale, 2010); by
the late 1800s, more than 80% of higher education institutions in the United States
offered what is now referred to as remedial or developmental coursework (Brier, 1984).

9

The National Center for Developmental Education defines developmental
education as “the integration of academic courses and support services guided by the
principles of adult learning and development” (The National Center for Developmental
Education, n.d.). The National Association for Student Success, formerly known as the
National Association for Developmental Education, defines developmental education as
“a comprehensive process that focuses on the intellectual, social, and emotional growth
and development of all students” which “includes, but is not limited to, tutoring,
personal/career counseling, academic advisement, and coursework” (National
Organization for Student Success, n.d.). While developmental education is an umbrella
term for a variety of supports and services provided to students (Boylan & Bonham,
2007), discussions of developmental education and how to reform it generally focus
more narrowly on developmental coursework.
Developmental courses are precollege courses, typically non-credit bearing,
designed to remediate skill deficiencies and prepare students for college level
coursework. Although distinctions have historically been made between remedial and
developmental coursework (Arendale, 2007, 2010; Davis et al., 1990) the two terms are
generally used interchangeably; the term developmental, rather than remedial, will be
used in this review. Developmental courses are typically offered in reading, writing, and
math; students may take up to three or more levels of coursework in each subject area.
Developmental courses typically do not contribute towards students’ credit
accumulation; thus, long developmental course sequences add time and cost to degree
completion.
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Approximately 40% of students at four-year institutions enroll in at least one
developmental course; however, the rate is much higher at open-access community
colleges where almost 70% enroll in developmental coursework (Chen, 2016; Ganga et
al., 2018). While this percentage holds across all community colleges; rates are even
higher at some institutions. For example, one study of California’s 112 community
colleges found that 83% of students placed into developmental math, with 61% placing
into two or more levels of developmental math coursework; 72% placed into
developmental English, with 38% placing into two or more levels of English coursework
(Venezia et al., 2010).
Unfortunately, the success rates of students who begin college in developmental
courses are poor, and developmental education has been pejoratively referred to as
“higher education’s bridge to nowhere” (Complete College America, 2012, p. 2). As a
result, colleges are under ever increasing scrutiny from the government and policy
organizations to improve outcomes for students who are placed into developmental
education (Cafarella, 2014). While developmental coursework is offered at many fouryear institutions, some states have relegated pre-college courses to community colleges,
where students are already more likely to be assessed as needing remediation; thus, the
challenge of developmental education is disproportionately a community college issue.
Efforts to reform developmental education focus on four broad areas. The first is
changing developmental course sequences and structures. This includes integrating
reading and writing to reduce the number of developmental courses (Hayward &
Willett, 2014; Hern & Snell, 2014), compressed courses that can be completed in half
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semesters (Hern & Snell, 2014; Hodara & Jaggars, 2014; Jaggars et al., 2015; Walker,
2017), math pathways that offer an alternative to enrolling in college Algebra (Clyburn,
2013; Hayward & Willett, 2014; Yamada & Bryk, 2016), and co-requisite support
courses, where students concurrently enroll in the college level course along with a
paired support course (Adams et al., 2009; Coleman, 2014, 2015; Hodara & Jaggars,
2014; Shanahan, 2020; Walker, 2015). The second area of reform focuses on changing
the curriculum and andragogical practices. This includes contextualized learning (Perin,
2011; Wachen et al., 2011), modularization (Ariovich & Walker, 2014; Weiss & Headlam,
2019), technology intensive courses (Martirosyan et al., 2017; Natow et al., 2020;
Trenholm, 2006), and culturally responsive teaching (Davis, 2019; Manning, 2019;
Raney, 2013; Walker, 2015). The third area of reform focuses on offering supports
outside of the developmental courses, including Supplemental Instruction (Edlin, 2019;
Moore & LeDee, 2006), tutoring (Bettinger et al., 2013; Booth et al., 2014), and student
success courses (Schnee, 2014; Yorkshire, 2016). All three of these areas of
developmental education reform focus on the developmental courses that students
take and how to support them in those courses. The fourth area of developmental
education reform addresses how students end up in developmental courses in the first
place. Regardless of any progress made in reforming other aspects of developmental
education, the entire system depends on correctly placing students into the appropriate
courses and supports. This process of assessing and placing students into developmental
coursework is the focus of this review. In particular, standardized placement tests,
multiple measures placement, and guided self-placement will be discussed.
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Mandatory Assessment and Placement
For at least the last fifty years, practitioners, researchers, and policy makers have
been debating the best way to assess incoming students and the extent to which
assessment and placement (A&P) into developmental education should be mandatory
(Akst & Hirsch, 1991; Baker & Thompson, 1981; Roueche, 1968; Rounds & Andersen,
1985; Saxon & Morante, 2014; Zeitlin & Markus, 1996). This debate is especially
poignant when discussing community colleges, with their open-access mission and the
need to maintain a balance between meeting that mission and not setting students up
for failure. These discussions about the extent to which A&P should be mandatory are
part of larger discussions about how best to preserve the open-access mission of
community colleges without jeopardizing students’ opportunities for success. When
strict mandatory A&P practices are in place, open access becomes closed, as students
who have been admitted to the college are then prevented from accessing courses that
will lead to a degree (Ngo & Melguizo, 2016).
The first half of the 20th century was dominated by strict policies mandating
A&P (Cohen et al., 2014). However, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, ideas of student
autonomy dominated, and placement into developmental courses became largely
voluntary (Cafarella, 2014; Cohen et al., 2014; Roueche, 1968; Roueche et al., 1985).
Declining student success rates reversed this trend; throughout the 1980s and 1990s,
institutions began reconsidering the voluntary nature of developmental coursework
(Berger, 1997; Hadden, 2000; Perin, 2006), and several states, including Virginia,
Massachusetts, and Tennessee, implemented mandatory assessment and placement
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(Hadden, 2000). By the early 2000s, more than 90% of community colleges mandated
assessment and placement (Gerlaugh et al., 2007). This was an increase from the early
1980s when one study of 828 community colleges found that 60% required assessment
and 43% required placement (Roueche et al., 1985). This transition to mandatory A&P
was rationalized based on four broad concerns.
First, supporters of mandatory A&P contend that assessment should be
mandatory because it identifies students who need remediation and would otherwise
be unable to succeed in college level coursework (Friedlander, 1981; Roueche, 1968;
Rounds & Andersen, 1985). While Rounds and Anderson (1985) recognized the value of
involving students in the decision-making process, they stated “we can only hope that
the benefits will compensate for the autonomy that will be lost” (p. 25).
However, some research suggests that the methods traditionally used to assess
incoming students do a poor job of identifying students who do and do not need
remediation or developmental support. Literature on these methods and the issue of
how best to identify students needing developmental coursework is the primary focus
of the rest of this review. To summarize, critics contend that standardized placement
tests, the most common method of assessing students for developmental coursework,
do a poor job of predicting who will succeed in college level coursework. Consequently,
they recommend the increased use of placement using a combination of measures
instead of a high stakes standardized placement exam. Increasingly, colleges are also
adopting guided self-placement, which provides students with information about course
options and then allows them to make their own decisions about which courses to take.

14

Second, supporters of mandatory A&P contend that placement should be
mandatory because students would otherwise not choose to enroll in developmental
courses (Friedlander, 1981; Morante, 1989). Even when placement is mandatory,
students have found ways to get around the system, particularly before the
implementation of registration technology which could be used to prevent students
from registering for college level coursework (Berger, 1997; Saxon & Morante, 2014).
However, studies in states where developmental education is no longer
mandated demonstrate that students still voluntarily enroll in developmental courses
(Hu et al., 2016; Park et al., 2016; Park et al., 2018; Woods et al., 2019). Additionally,
studies of guided self-placement also show that students continue to choose to place
themselves into developmental coursework (Balay & Nelson, 2012; Bedore & RossenKnill, 2004; Blakesley, 2002; Coleman & Smith, 2021; Felder et al., 2007; Gere et al.,
2010; Kenner, 2016; Royer & Gilles, 1998; Tompkins, 2003).
The research is also unclear about the outcomes of students who are assessed as
needing developmental coursework but then choose to enroll directly into college level
courses. Some studies have shown that students who participate in developmental
coursework outperform students who bypass developmental coursework, earning
higher GPAs, accumulating more credits, and persisting at higher rates (Bettinger &
Long, 2009; Chen, 2016; Hadden, 2000; Mitchell, 1989; Weissman et al., 1997).
Conversely, other studies have shown that students who choose to bypass the
developmental system perform as well as or better than their peers (Adams, 1993;
Bailey et al., 2010; Hodara & Xu, 2016; Shor, 2000; Soliday, 1997).
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Third, supporters of mandatory A&P contend that allowing students who lack
basic skills to enroll in college level coursework leads to lower standards; faculty are
forced to adjust their teaching methods, content, and standards to accommodate a
wider range of skills among students (Morante, 1989). Jaggars and Hodara (2013) found
that some faculty feel compelled to lower their standards to avoid failing more students,
which can reflect poorly on them in faculty evaluations; this pressure on faculty can lead
to burnout (Jaggars & Hodara, 2013) and guilt over not being able to help
underprepared students succeed (Hadden, 2000; Weissman et al., 1997).
However, researchers also suggest that lowering standards is not necessary if
faculty development on how to teacher underprepared students is provided (Jaggars &
Hodara, 2013). Hern and Henson (2019) point out that faculty may need professional
development to learn how to meet the needs of students who previously were filtered
out through the developmental course sequence, but that developmental education
should be grounded in asset-based perspectives, not a deficit perspective fixated on
who is and is not college-ready.
Fourth, supporters of mandatory A&P contend that it is unethical for colleges to
allow students to enroll in college level courses in which they cannot succeed. Morante
(1989) contrasts students’ “right to fail” (p. 2) with their “right to succeed” (p. 3) and
suggests that colleges have a moral obligation to help students identify their strengths
and weaknesses through mandatory assessment and require enrollment in
developmental coursework to remediate basic skills deficiencies to improve their
chances of succeeding in college level coursework. Akst and Ryzewic (1985) promote

16

mandatory A&P as a means of showing institutional commitment to student success.
Saxon and Morante (2014) likewise suggest that mandating A&P communicates to
students that the process is important and contributes to their success. Boylan (2002)
also criticized institutions for allowing students to fall through the cracks of voluntary
A&P programs instead of providing them with needed support.
On the other hand, some researchers suggest that colleges vastly overestimate
the number of students needing developmental education and that it is more unethical
to force students to take unnecessary developmental courses when they could have
succeeded in college level coursework. These ethical ramifications are exacerbated by
equity issues, with Stoup (2015) finding that placement processes could explain more
than 50% of the racial gaps in college completion. Researchers have found that many
students who would have been placed into developmental coursework are capable of
succeeding in college level coursework if given the opportunity (Henson & Hern, 2019;
Ngo & Kwon, 2015; Scott-Clayton & Belfield, 2015; Scott-Clayton, 2012; Scott-Clayton &
Rodriguez, 2015; Willett, 2013). Researchers have also shown that students’ odds of
ever successfully completing college level math and English are highest when students
are placed directly into those courses and bypass developmental coursework (Bahr et
al., 2019; C. Belfield & Crosta, 2012; Henson & Hern, 2019; Hu et al., 2016; ScottClayton, 2012; Scott-Clayton & Rodriguez, 2015).
Assessment and Placement Methods
There are three main methods of assessing and placing incoming students into
developmental or college level math and English. These include standardized tests,
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including both admissions exams and tests designed specifically for placement; multiple
measures placement (MMP), which involves using a variety of measures to place
students; and guided self-placement (GSP), which involves providing information and
guidance to students and then allowing them to make their own decisions about course
placement. The next three sections will focus on describing the use of each A&P
method, including issues with implementation.
Standardized Placement Tests
A 2010 survey of community colleges found that standardized tests were used by
100% of responding colleges for math placement and 94% of the colleges for reading
placement (Fields & Parsad, 2012). Although these rates have declined with the advent
of the alternative assessment strategies discussed later, placement testing remains a
ubiquitous part of the community college onboarding process. The benefit of using
standardized placement tests is that they are seen as efficient, especially with the
advent of computerized and then computer adaptive testing (Burdman, 2012; Hodara et
al., 2012; Jaggars & Hodara, 2013). Tests can be administered quickly, be scored by a
computer, and provide a placement recommendation immediately. They are also often
seen as more objective than other placement processes (Gordon, 1987).
Just as developmental education is not new, neither is the use of exams to place
students into developmental coursework. In the mid-1800s, land grant colleges
administered entrance exams to students to assign them to the appropriate level of
coursework; these tests typically focused on reading, writing, and math, similar to
modern placement tests (White et al., 2009). Historically, colleges used institutionally
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developed entrance exams and then commercially developed entrance exams, such as
the SAT or ACT, to determine whether students were ready for college level coursework.
However, by the early 21st century, commercially developed exams designed
specifically to place students into developmental education had become the norm, with
the market dominated by two tests: ACCUPLACER, used by 62% of colleges, and
COMPASS, used by 46% of colleges (Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011). Some colleges
continue to use locally developed placement tests, though these are more common in
English than in math (Venezia et al., 2010).
Standardized placement tests have been criticized for a variety of reasons.
Several studies of student experiences with the A&P process show that students often
do not prepare for what is a very high stakes exam and often do not know they will be
taking a test until they are directed to the testing center during orientation (Fay et al.,
2013; Goeller, 2013; Hodara et al., 2012; Venezia et al., 2010). In some instances, testing
centers deliberately minimize the importance of the test in an attempt to reduce
students’ stress. Venezia et al. (2010) found that only 44% of colleges provided practice
placement tests, and it was rare for students to prepare for the exams; in some
instances, students actually chose not to prepare, because they saw it as cheating.
Students also reported that the exams did not test content they learned in high school,
or the content was learned so long ago that they no longer remembered it.
Most placement tests also are not designed to provide diagnostic information to
help colleges provide targeted support (Barr et al., 2002; Hodara et al., 2012; Jaggars &
Hodara, 2013; Jones, 2008). However, this is changing as several diagnostic placement
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exams aligned with modularized developmental coursework and alternate math
pathways have recently emerged; unfortunately, faculty often do not know how to use
this diagnostic information (Hodara et al., 2012), and some colleges find them to be too
time-consuming (Burdman, 2012).
Placement tests are also not implemented consistently across institutions, and
there are no standardized cut scores indicating whether a student is college-ready or
not (Attewell et al., 2006; Bailey, 2009; Hodara et al., 2012; Phipps, 1998). Sometimes
the responsibility for setting cut scores falls on faculty who do not have training in
validation practices (Melguizo et al., 2014). Cut scores can vary widely even within the
same state and across universities and community colleges within the same area (Ngo &
Kwon, 2015). For example, one study of California’s community colleges found that the
cutoff score for college level math ranged from 43 to 63 on the ACCUPLACER (Venezia et
al., 2010). This lack of consistency has led to some students “comparison shopping”
(Fletcher, 2014, p. 836) to find the community college with the best placement.
Although there have been efforts to standardize assessment methods and cut scores
within states (Ewell et al., 2008), these efforts have often been prevented due to the
desire to retain institutional autonomy (Austin et al., 2013).
Placement exams have also been criticized for combining what should be a twostep process of assessment followed by a placement decision into a single event where
scores from an assessment are immediately translated into a placement decision,
without the input of an advisor (Morante, 1989). Similarly, scholars of writing
assessment (Klausman et al., 2016) have concerns that “standardized tests disconnect
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placement from the educational process” (p. 4) and “ignore student agency” (p. 4).
These concerns have led to the adoption of alternative measures of assessing and
placing students, including multiple measures placement and guided self-placement.
Multiple Measures Placement
Although a 2010 survey of community colleges found that almost all colleges
used standardized tests for placement in both math and English (Fields & Parsad, 2012),
by 2016 more than half of community colleges were using multiple measures placement
(Zachry Rutschow & Mayer, 2018). As the name suggests, multiple measures placement
involves placing students using a combination of measures rather than only relying on a
single, high stakes exam. Measures that may be considered include entrance exams
such as the SAT and ACT; placement exams such as ACCUPLACER and COMPASS; high
school GPA; high school grades in specific courses; writing samples; and non-cognitive
assessments. High school measures are especially valued, because they are seen as
more accurate representations of students’ abilities (Bahr et al., 2019).
The large-scale shift towards an increased use of MMP occurred following
several studies conducted by the Community College Research Center (CCRC) that
suggested that placement tests were poor predictors of student success and place too
many students into developmental coursework who were capable of succeeding in a
college level course (Belfield & Crosta, 2012; Scott-Clayton, 2012). Although these
studies led directly to the rapid expansion of MMP and to the elimination of the
COMPASS exam (Bracco et al., 2014; Fain, 2015; North Carolina Community College
System, 2013), MMP was already in use by some colleges, including the California
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Community College System. Following a civil rights lawsuit arguing that using a single
placement exam had a disparate impact on Latino students, in 1991 the California
Community College System mandated the use of multiple measures for placement
(Perry et al., 2010). However, “placement policy regressed” (Armstrong et al., 2020, p.
78) and colleges largely returned to using test scores for placement. Ngo and Kwon
(2015) found that few students benefited from the multiple measures placement
system, as it was implemented sporadically and unsystematically. Independent of but
concurrent with the changes occurring around the country as a result of CCRC’s research
on developmental education reform, California began expanding its use of MMP. The
mandate to use multiple measures was codified into law with Assembly Bill 705 which
required colleges to use high school variables to place students and prohibited colleges
from requiring students take developmental coursework unless they could show that
the students’ high school records made them highly unlikely to succeed in college level
coursework (Bahr et al., 2019). This led to the rapid expansion of MMP among
California’s community colleges.
Multiple measures placement can take various forms, and Barnett and Reddy
(2017) identified four ways in which MMP is implemented. The first is using a waiver
system where students who meet any of a selection of criteria may be exempt from
placement testing and allowed to enroll directly into college level coursework. For
example, a student might bypass the A&P system if they have a high enough high school
GPA, or a sufficient SAT or ACT score, or they successfully completed certain courses in
high school. The second form of MMP involves decision bands, where one placement
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measure is applied and, if a student falls within a range below the cutoff, they are
assessed using a different measure. For example, a college could have a policy where a
student with a high school GPA above 2.7 is placed into college level coursework, but a
student with a GPA between 2.5 and 2.7 takes an assessment of study skills and
motivation which then determines whether the students may be allowed to register for
college level coursework. The third form of MMP is a placement formula where data are
combined, and perhaps weighted, to create a composite score that is then used for
placement. The fourth form of MMP involves decision rules, where different categories
of students may be assessed and placed based on different measures and cutoffs. For
example, students who are intending to major in a STEM field may have different
criteria than non-STEM students, or recent high school graduates may have different
criteria than returning students. It should be noted that Barnett and Reddy (2017)
identify guided self-placement as a fifth application of MMP, but in this review, GSP is
being treated as a unique method of placement distinct from standardized tests and
MMP.
One challenge of implementing multiple measures placement is that it can
require more resources to collect and process high school transcripts, administer noncognitive assessments, conduct the research necessary to create placement formulas
that best predict student success, and advise students on placement (Belfield & Crosta,
2012; Boylan, 2009; Hodara et al., 2012; Saxon & Morante, 2014). Although Boylan
(2009) suggests that, over time, these costs, in both time and money, can be
ameliorated, Hodara et al. (2012) note that “larger community colleges are concerned
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that intensive multiple-measures approaches…would simply require too much money
and time to execute each semester in the face of thousands of incoming students…the
inefficiency of the intensive multiple-measures approach may make it infeasible for
some colleges, regardless of its effectiveness” (p. 29). Another challenge is that the
median age for community college students is 22, and 47% of students are age 25 or
older (Cohen et al., 2014). This means that a large proportion of incoming students will
not have recent high school achievement data to use in placement decisions; thus,
colleges will still continue to rely on the same standardized placement tests for almost
half of their students. However, one longitudinal study of over 55,000 community
college students in California found that, while the predictive abilities of high school
GPA did decrease over time, even 10 years after graduation it was still a stronger
predictor than standardized placement test scores (Hayward, 2020), and could still be a
valuable measure.
Guided Self-Placement
Although it is sometimes considered part of MMP (Barnett & Reddy, 2017),
guided self-placement is more appropriately conceived of as a third assessment and
placement process, independent of standardized tests and MMP. GSP is widely used at
four-year institutions but is less common at open-access two-year institutions (Toth,
2018, 2019). Toth (2018, 2019) was only able to identify 17 community colleges that had
attempted GSP as of 2015; only 12 still had active GSP policies. However, a 2017 CCRC
report on placement reform (Barnett & Reddy, 2017), provided legitimacy to GSP as a
viable method for A&P and its use is now expanding (Toth, 2019).
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GSP is based on the assumption that students are the best judges of their own
abilities, that with guidance they are capable of making informed decisions about the
appropriate courses to take, and that they will have higher morale and be more
motivated and invested in their education if they played a role in selecting their courses
(Bedore & Rossen-Knill, 2004; Chernekoff, 2003; Felder et al., 2007; Royer & Gilles,
1998). GSP is also seen as an improvement over both mandatory placement using test
scores and mainstreaming all students into college level coursework; in both cases the
issue is the removal of choice, which is the cornerstone of GSP (Royer & Gilles, 1998).
The adoption of GSP is commonly a response to frustration with other A&P
practices. After internal studies showing that previous placement methods did not
predict passing grades, Royer and Gilles (1998) suggested “a random placement would
make as much sense and that we might just as well let the students place themselves”
(p. 60). Toth’s study of 12 colleges (2018, 2019) showed that colleges adopted GSP as a
reaction against placement practices that did not align with best practices in writing
assessment, failed to reflect the local construct of writing and values of the faculty, and
misplaced students of color, older students, and multilingual students. These colleges
saw GSP as “a promising corrective to perceived problems and injustices in their
placement processes” (Toth, 2019, p. 8). The institutions in her study often adopted GSP
as part of larger developmental education reform efforts; several saw the adoption of
GSP as part of a natural progression from using standardized tests to MMP to GSP. More
recently, institutions have adopted GSP for pragmatic reasons. With the pandemic that
began in 2020 disrupting the onboarding process at many community colleges, some

25

institutions chose to adopt GSP when testing became unfeasible (Bickerstaff et al.,
2021).
Royer and Gilles’ (1998) seminal article on what they termed directed selfplacement clearly describes one process for implementing GSP and guiding students to a
decision about whether to take the developmental or college level English course. First,
a representative from the English department describes a traditional placement process
using placement exams, high school GPA, and a timed writing sample and then tells the
students that instead, they are going to be asked “to make a responsible choice about
which course to take” (p. 5). Students are then provided with information about the two
courses, including structure and content, the expectations of faculty for each course,
and the student characteristics that the college thinks are important for success in the
college level course. Students are then asked to reflect on this set of characteristics,
which includes reading newspapers regularly, reading for enjoyment, writing several
essays per year in high school, high school GPA in the top third of their class, use of
computers for writing, an ACT English score above 20, and considering oneself to be “a
good reader and writer” (p. 56). The benefits and challenges of each course are then
reiterated, and students are asked to make a choice about which course is best for
them. Students also have the opportunity to speak with an advisor or the English
department representative before making their decision. They also have an opportunity
to change their mind within the first week of class, after a first day writing assignment.
At every step of the process, students are reminded that they may receive guidance
from the college, but that the choice of which course to take is ultimately theirs.
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Research on GSP has identified several possible benefits of GSP: less resistance
from students in the developmental courses because they chose to be there; more
motivation on the part of students in the college level course because they chose to
accept that challenge; improved faculty attitudes as a result of improved student
attitudes; and support from administrators who appreciate its efficiency and reduced
costs (Blakesley, 2002; Coleman & Smith, 2021; Kenner, 2016; Royer & Gilles, 1998).
Proponents of GSP also appreciate that it returns assessment and placement to a twostep process and provides more opportunities to communicate with students (Coleman
& Smith, 2021; Harrington, 2005; Royer & Gilles, 1998).
Toth and Aull (2014) have referred to the influence of Royer and Gilles on
subsequent adoptions of GSP by other institutions as “the GVSU effect” (p. 8) after the
university where Royer and Gilles implemented GSP. This effect includes not only the
general process for placing students but also the items used on self-assessment
questionnaires. However, institutions have also created their own GSP processes that
include some combination of information about course structure and content (Blakesley
et al., 2003; Blakesley, 2002; Coleman & Smith, 2021; Kenner, 2016; Ketai, 2012;
Klausman et al., 2016; Royer & Gilles, 1998), orientation and advising sessions (Bedore &
Rossen-Knill, 2004; Chernekoff, 2003; Coleman & Smith, 2021; Gere et al., 2010;
Klausman et al., 2016; Royer & Gilles, 1998; Tompkins, 2003), simple questionnaires
(Coleman & Smith, 2021; Frus, 2003; Gere et al., 2010; Gere et al., 2013; Jones, 2008;
Kenner, 2016; Klausman et al., 2016; Toth & Aull, 2014), and more extensive selfassessment processes that involve exposure to course readings and assignments,
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samples of other students’ writing, and a writing task (Gere et al., 2010; Jones, 2008;
Kenner, 2016; Klausman et al., 2016; Pinter & Sims, 2003; Toth & Aull, 2014).
Some institutions have chosen to only use GSP within a “decision zone”
(Tompkins, 2003, p. 197). Some colleges use three zones, where students with high
standardized test scores are placed into the college level course and those with low
scores are placed into the developmental course; only students who are the mid-range
of scores participate in the GSP process (Klausman et al., 2016; Tompkins, 2003; Toth,
2019). Other colleges use two zones, so that students with certain test scores or
multiple measures variables are placed into the college level course and all remaining
students participate in GSP (Bedore & Rossen-Knill, 2004; Coleman & Smith, 2021).
Colleges may also only allow self-placement into developmental coursework while still
requiring test scores or MMP to place into college level coursework (Felder, 2007).
Researchers have recommended against this process of using different placement
measures for different students, either because it mitigates the efficiency of GSP
(Coleman & Smith, 2021) or because it communicates inconsistent messages to students
and results in an A&P system that is grounded in diametrically opposed theoretical
perspectives about student autonomy (Toth, 2019).
The primary challenge to the implementation of GSP is ideological resistance to
giving students control over placement decisions. The primary concern at some
institutions is that students will over-place themselves (Coleman & Smith, 2021; Felder
et al., 2007); conversely, there are concerns that students will under-place themselves
out of fear and anxiety (Lewiecki-Wilson et al., 2000; Schendel & O’Neill, 1999). The
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implementation of GSP forces colleges to “confront assumptions about what is a
‘correct’ or appropriate course placement” (Inoue et al., 2011, p. 2) and “who should be
responsible for academic decisions” (White, 2005, p. 29). There are also questions over
whose expertise is or should be valued and prioritized (Bedore & Rossen-Knill, 2004;
Neal & Huot, 2003; Nicolay, 2002; Schendel & O’Neill, 1999). GSP is primarily used for
writing placement, and this also requires institutions to identify and articulate the local
construct of writing, including what faculty value and expect from students (Klausman et
al., 2016; Lewiecki-Wilson et al., 2000; Royer & Gilles, 2012; Tompkins, 2003; Toth &
Aull, 2014). However, coming to consensus about this writing construct can be
especially challenging at institutions with multiple campuses, each with their own
distinct organizational culture and student populations (Gilman et al., 2019).
Researchers have also raised concerns about the ethics of shifting the burden of
responsibility for placement decisions onto students (Balay & Nelson, 2012; Bedore &
Rossen-Knill, 2004; Neal & Huot, 2003; Nicolay, 2002; Schendel & O’Neill, 1999),
particularly marginalized students who may have distorted perspectives of their capacity
(Ketai, 2012; Kosiewicz & Ngo, 2020; Lewiecki-Wilson et al., 2000; Schendel & O’Neill,
1999; Toth, 2018, 2019). This burden of decision-making may be heavier at community
colleges when compared to four-year institutions where the choice is more commonly a
dichotomous one between a college level course and a developmental course. At
community colleges, the choice may instead be between a college level course, a college
level course with co-requisite support, and multiple levels of developmental courses:
this increases the complexity of decision-making for the students, who must be
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provided with clear information about multiple course options (Coleman & Smith, 2021;
Hassel et al., 2015; Toth, 2019).
Some researchers have also questioned the idea that GSP is more efficient;
efficiency can vary widely depending on how GSP is implemented, particularly if it
includes a decision zone model, a writing sample that must then be assessed, or an
advising session, all of which increase costs (Bedore & Rossen-Knill, 2004; Toth, 2019).
The inclusion of advising also raises the issue of how much influence advisors have on
students’ decision-making processes and choices. Some researchers promote GSP as an
opportunity for extensive discussion between students and an advisor (Bedore &
Rossen-Knill, 2004; Nicolay, 2002); however, this can introduce new challenges.
Blakesley (2002) found that, depending on how decentralized advising was, and who
was doing the advising, there were more opportunities to influence students’ choices,
shifting the emphasis from directed self-placement to directed self-placement.
Klausman et al. (2016) found that when placement advising took place outside of the
English department, advisors often defaulted to using only test scores and failed to
engage students in the decision-making process. Students in the study conducted by
Gere et al. (2010) consistently reported that the most important factor in helping them
decide to enroll in the developmental course instead of the college level course was the
advisor’s recommendation.
Proponents of GSP have raised concerns that GSP is already becoming
disconnected from its roots in writing assessment, with its focus on student autonomy,
choice, and equity. According to Toth (2019), who uses the term directed self-placement
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(DSP), “without grounding in the writing assessment literature, colleges risk developing
nominal DSP processes that do not align with DSP principles” (p. 2). One example of this
is a placement process described by Balay and Nelson (2012) as directed self-placement
where students report their test scores and GPA and respond to some questions about
their experiences with reading and writing; this information is then converted into
numbers and a placement recommendation is provided. According to the authors, “we
thus remove the component of DSP in which students are informed of their choices,
evaluate their strengths, and make a decision for which they then take responsibility”
(p. 4). However, removing student choice means they are not actually implementing
GSP but are instead implementing MMP, using test scores, GPA, and a self-assessment.
Toth (2019) also criticized the use of the term directed self-placement to
describe states and colleges that eliminated mandatory A&P. While Kosiewicz and Ngo
(2020) have referred to the placement policies of both Florida and Connecticut as selfplacement, and contrast this with directed self-placement, Barnett and Reddy (2017)
refer to all of these policies as directed self-placement; Hassel et al. (2015) have
suggested that these policies should instead be referred to as “undirected selfplacement” (p. 239). According to the Conference on College Composition and
Communication Position Statement on Writing Assessment, “self-placement without
direction may become merely a right to fail” (Ferris & Lombardi, 2020, p. 2).
The Validity of Placement Procedures and Decisions
According to Akst and Hirsch (1991), “a college which chooses to make its
placement decisions mandatory has a particular obligation to establish the validity of its
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placement procedures” (p. 3). Evaluating the validity associated with A&P practices is
critically important; it becomes even more so when the ramifications of those decisions
can have such long-reaching effects as is the case with developmental education. In
particular, studies showing the negative effects of developmental coursework on
students who score just below the cut score on placement exams reinforce the need to
ensure that the right students are being placed into the right courses (Belfield, 2014;
Boatman & Long, 2018; Martorell & McFarlin, 2011; Scott-Clayton & Belfield, 2015). The
next three sections of this review will focus on a discussion of research on the validity of
placement using standardized test scores, multiple measures placement, and guided
self-placement.
The Validity of Placement Decisions Based on Standardized Placement Test Scores
A series of studies conducted by CCRC in 2011 and 2012 that demonstrated the
weaknesses of standardized tests as a tool for assessment and placement (Belfield &
Crosta, 2012; Scott-Clayton, 2012; Scott-Clayton et al., 2014) led directly to some state
systems and individual colleges abandoning exams in lieu of multiple measures
placement. These studies emphasized the inability of placement tests to effectively
predict course success, typically measured by the correlation between placement test
scores and subsequent course grades. However, while these studies resulted in wide
sweeping changes to placement policies around the country, and to the elimination of
the COMPASS exam altogether (Fain, 2015), they were the culmination of decades of
previous research examining the predictive ability of commonly used placement exams.
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As early as 1968, Roueche challenged the use of test scores to place students
into developmental coursework, pointing to previous research showing the low
correlations between test scores and student success. According to Roueche, “with few
exceptions, test scores are the most used criterion for placing students in remedial
programs. Yet available research indicates that there is little, if any, correlation between
these scores and subsequent success in remedial programs” (1968, p. 46). While
Roueche was focusing on success in developmental courses, researchers have also
examined the relationship between placement test scores and college GPA (Belfield &
Crosta, 2012; Brooks, 1985; Romero, 1988; Scott-Clayton et al., 2014), credit
accumulation (Belfield and Crosta, 2012), grades in general education courses (Napoli &
Wortman, 1995), and persistence (Zerr, 1986). However, the most common criterion
measure for the predictive validity of placement tests is performance in the college level
math or English course (Armstrong, 1995, 1999, 2000; Barr et al., 2002; Cohen &
Brawer, 1987; College of the Canyons, 1994; Gabe, 1989; Gillespie, 1993; Hughes &
Nelson, 1991; Jenkins et al., 2009; Rasor & Barr, 1993). Although the evidence is mixed,
researchers have typically found minimal correlations between test scores and the
selected criterion measure. They have also generally found that placement tests are
better at predicting math grades than English grades and better at predicting B or higher
grades compared to predicting passing grades.
However, what constitutes a strong enough relationship to support the validity
of tests as a placement tool is unclear. In Scott-Clayton’s (2012) pivotal study, she found
a correlation of 0.36 between COMPASS scores and math grades and a correlation of
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0.13 between COMPASS scores and English grades. This study has been used to justify
the shift to using multiple measures placement due to the low predictive ability of
placement tests. However, while the study does show that using the recommended
measures of GPA in combination with test scores increases the correlation to 0.43 for
math, it only increases the correlation to 0.26 for English; this is still well below the
correlation of 0.36 found between COMPASS scores and math grades, which was
deemed a poor predictor. Armstrong (2000) identified a correlation coefficient of 0.35
as the benchmark for predictive validity. This value was based on California state
regulations that required colleges to demonstrate a correlation coefficient of at least
0.35 between placement test scores and grades. However, Armstrong found a
correlation of only 0.14 between test scores and math grades and 0.26 between test
scores and English grades; neither met the 0.35 threshold. Interestingly, his findings
conflict with most research studies that typically show a stronger correlation between
test scores and math grades when compared to English grades.
In addition to examining simple correlation coefficients, researchers have also
examined placement accuracy using methods that predict the rates of correct
placement. At their core, these methods all result in a two-by-two table showing the
following four possible outcomes for a student who is being assessed: A) the student is
predicted to succeed in the course and succeeds; B) the student is predicted to succeed
in the course but fails; C) the student is predicted to fail in the course and fails; or D) the
student is predicted to fail the course but succeeds. Students in groups A and C are
considered to have been properly placed and the sum of these two groups represents
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the hit rate (Gillespie, 1993). While the general concept behind their methods is similar,
Sawyer (1996) promoted the use of logistic regression, Hughes and Nelson (1991) used
discriminant function analysis, and Scott-Clayton (2012) and Belfield and Crosta (2012)
both used probit regression. These methods have the advantage of not assuming a
linear relationship between placement scores and course grades; they also mitigate
some of the range restriction issues that typically occur in correlation studies (Gillespie,
1993). Rather than looking for higher correlation coefficients, the goal is to maximize
the hit rate. These methods also allow the researcher to adjust the test cut scores or the
measure of success to optimize the predicted placement accuracy. Using these
methods, Hughes and Nelson (1991) predicted that ASSET scores correctly placed 58%
of students in English, and Scott-Clayton (2012) predicted that COMPASS scores
correctly placed 58% of students in math and 43% in English. Belfield and Crosta (2012)
predicted that COMPASS scores correctly placed 49% of students in math and 53% of
students in English; they also predicted that ACCUPLACER scores correctly placed 58% of
students in math and 42% of students in English. Based on these simulation studies, a
large proportion of students are not being placed correctly using placement test scores.
Scott-Clayton (2012) has taken this examination of placement accuracy one step
further, calculating a severe error rate, defined as the sum of two error rates: students
predicted to receive a B or better in the college level course but who are instead placed
into developmental coursework (under placement) and students predicted to fail the
college level course but who are still placed into that course (over placement). The
concept behind the severe error rate is that it represents students who were clearly

35

misassigned through the placement process. The predicted severe error rate of the
COMPASS exam in Scott-Clayton’s (2012) study was 24% for math and 33% for English.
Belfield and Crosta (2012) found similar rates of 28% for math and 27% for English; they
also found severe error rates of 21% in math and 33% in English for the ACCUPLACER
test. Across these two studies, approximately one-fourth to one-third of students were
predicted to be severely misplaced by the most commonly used placement tests.
While the literature on the validity of placement decisions based on test scores is
dominated by studies that examine the relationship between test scores and course
success, some studies have also focused on the content validity of placement exams.
Morante (1989) considered content validity to be the most important factor in selecting
a placement test; he encouraged the use of authentic reading passages, multiple choice
and essay questions to assess the breadth of English competency, and a comprehensive
battery of math questions covering the entire domain of math covered in
developmental and college level math courses. Researchers have questioned the use of
multiple-choice exams for math, when coursework prioritizes open-ended questions,
and questioned the prohibition of calculator use on placement tests when they can be
used in the math courses (Akst & Hirsch, 1991). Scholars of writing assessment have
criticized common placement exams for prioritizing grammar and mechanics, while also
criticizing the practice of machine grading of essays (Klausman et al., 2016; Toth, 2019).
The Validity of Placement Decisions Based on Multiple Measures Placement
The large-scale transition from using a single high stakes placement exam to
using multiple measures to place students occurred primarily because of a series of
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studies on the predictive validity of placement tests; this focus on predictive validity
naturally continues in the literature on MMP. However, researchers also expanded this
focus to include the consequential validity of placement decisions.
In comparing high school GPA to COMPASS scores, Scott-Clayton (2012) found
that high school GPA correlated more strongly with English course grades (r = 0.23) than
did test scores (r = 0.13). However, GPA was slightly less strongly correlated with math
course grades (r = 0.35) than were test scores (r = 0.36). Once the two measures of GPA
and COMPASS scores were combined, the correlations increased for both English (r =
0.26) and math (r = 0.43). However, Scott-Clayton placed more emphasis on the changes
in the predicted severe error rate. She found that using high school GPA instead of
COMPASS scores for placement reduced the error rate from 24.0% to 22.7% in math;
using both measures reduced the rate further to 21.3%, while using the best of the two
produced a similar rate of 21.7%. In English, using high school GPA rather than
COMPASS reduced the error rate from 33.4% to 29.7%; using both measures reduced
the rate further to 29.5% and using the best of the two produced the lowest predicted
severe error rate of 28.0%.
Belfield and Crosta (2012) also found that using high school GPA reduced the
severe error rate, but to an even greater extent than found by Scott-Clayton (2012). In
English, the error rate decreased from 32.7% for placement test scores to 16.5% for high
school GPA. In math, the error rate decreased from 21.2% to 8.2%. However, their study
did not support Scott-Clayton’s finding that using both measures together improved the
severe error rate; for both math and English, the severe error rate actually increased
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when the two measures were combined, so just using high school GPA was the better
measure. They also found that high school GPA more strongly predicted college GPA and
credit accumulation than test scores.
Although these two studies led to the rapid expansion of the use of multiple
measures placement, researchers have been recommending using a variety of measures
other than standardized test scores as a means of improving the predictive validity of
placement decisions for decades (Armstrong, 1995, 1999, 2000; Boylan, 2009; Davis et
al., 1990; Gordon, 1987; Morante, 1989; Zwick & Greif Green, 2007; Zwick & Himelfarb,
2011). Even the makers of the ACCUPLACER and COMPASS placement tests
recommended using the scores in combination with other measures to increase
predictive validity (Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011).
This focus on predictive validity, prior to and after the two influential CCRC
studies, has resulted in studies attempting to discover the best measure or combination
of measures to predict student success. In addition to high school GPA, these measures
include non-cognitive assessments (Ngo et al., 2018; Ngo & Kwon, 2015; Willett et al.,
2015), performance in high school math and English courses (Armstrong, 1995, 1999,
2000; Ngo & Kwon, 2015; Woods et al., 2018), and other student demographic
characteristics (Armstrong, 1995, 1999, 2000). Researchers have also studied the
predictive validity of self-reported high school GPA to address concerns about the time
involved in processing high school transcripts (Willett et al., 2015).
While researchers studying placement reform in California have focused on the
predictive validity of placement exams in comparison to using high school measures,
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their primary focus is on consequential validity (Bahr et al., 2019; MMAP Team, 2018,
2019a, 2019b; Willett et al., 2015). In particular, the validity of A&P methods is
measured by the proportion of students being placed directly into college level
coursework and by the proportion of students successfully completing college level
math and English coursework. The goal of assessment and placement thus becomes
minimizing the number of students being placed into developmental coursework and
maximizing the percentage of students successfully completing college level math and
English within their first year. With the implementation of Assembly Bill 705, the policy
across all community colleges in California is now to place students into the courses that
give them the best chance of completing a college level math and English course within
a year. The default is to place students directly into college level courses unless the
college can show evidence that students are more likely to succeed if placed into
developmental coursework. However, multiple studies have shown that there is no
group of students for whom the chances of successfully completing a college level math
and English course within the first year is higher if they are placed into developmental
coursework (Bahr et al., 2019; MMAP Team, 2018, 2019b).
The Validity of Placement Decisions Based on Guided Self-Placement
Prior to 2010, the literature on GSP was largely positive, written by writing
faculty, and focused on colleges’ experiences implementing GSP. Toth (2019) notes that,
as a result, we know very little about the failures of GSP. There was also almost no
explicit discussion of the validity of placement by GSP beyond Royer and Gilles (1998)
declaring “If proper placement is a matter of guiding students into the course that is
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best suited to their educational background and current writing ability, directed selfplacement may be the most valid procedure we can use” (p. 69). They base this
conclusion on the idea that GSP “feels right” (p. 61) in that it is simple and focused on
student self-determination, GSP “works” (p. 63) in that it results in students who want
help being given that help, and GSP “pleases everyone involved” (p. 65) including
students, faculty, and administrators. The lack of validity studies was an early critique of
GSP (Harrington, 2005; Neal & Huot, 2003; Schendel & O’Neill, 1999). The small body of
literature on the validity of GSP that has emerged in the last decade (Coleman & Smith,
2021; Gere et al., 2010; Gere et al., 2013; Toth & Aull, 2014) focuses largely on the selfassessment questionnaires used to guide the GSP process and the extent to which those
instruments align with the local construct of writing.
Toth and Aull (2014) examined 30 different GSP instruments, primarily from
four-year institutions, to examine the extent to which there is alignment between GSP
instruments and local writing constructs. They found that the most common concepts
being measured were reading practices/abilities (100% of the questionnaires), writing
practices/processes (97%), genre knowledge/experience (93%), mechanics (77%), and
writing tools/technologies (57%). They note that the focus on writing mechanics does
not reflect discourse in the field and suggest that developers of GSP assessments should
reconsider including this concept. They also found that questions about writing
tools/technologies have changed little since Royer and Gilles in 1998 and do not reflect
issues of digital literacy. These concepts were most commonly being measured by
questions about the following: prior academic literacy experiences/practices (93%),
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extracurricular literacy experiences/practices (87%), self-beliefs (87%), feelings/attitudes
(80%), and self-assessed ability/performance (80%). They challenged the prevalent use
of extracurricular literary experiences as a measure, suggesting that “it is too easy to
construct a question based on a vague assumption that reading voluntarily matters for
students’ success as colleges writers, without thinking through what writing-related
concept one seeks to measure with that dimension, or whether that concept actually
predicts student outcomes” (p. 12). They also question the use of measures related to
confidence and attitudes, as feelings about high school writing may not be relevant to
college level writing. They ultimately found that GSP instruments did not align well with
local writing constructs and did a poor job of measuring concepts of interest to writing
assessment. They suggest that this lack of alignment raises questions about the validity
of the scores and placement recommendations that emerge from the use of these types
of instruments.
As mentioned previously, Balay and Nelson’s (2012) study is nominally about GSP
but instead describes a multiple measures placement process. However, the selfassessment tool they used was similar to GSP instruments, including questions about
test scores, high school GPA, and experiences with reading and writing; thus, the
findings from their study are relevant to a discussion of the validity of GSP. Balay and
Nelson defined success as the extent to which the instrument “placed students into
courses where they did well” (p. 9) and measured that success by the correlation
between the score on the instrument and final course grade. They found that their
questionnaire correlated more strongly with grades in the college level course (r = 0.16)
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compared to the developmental course (r = 0.09). However, for both courses, the
questionnaire had a weaker relationship with course grades when compared with ACT
English scores (r = 0.30 for the college level course, and r = 0.18 for the developmental
course) and SAT writing scores (r = 0.29 for the college level course, and r = 0.21 for the
developmental course). This is especially interesting considering the instrument
incorporated information about SAT and ACT scores, suggesting the items developed
specifically for the questionnaire actually decreased the predictive validity of the
instrument.
Gere et al. (2010) challenged Royer and Gilles’ claim that GSP may be the most
valid means of placing students by comprehensively examining six aspects of validity
identified by Messick. Their data sources included student record data including high
school GPA, ACT/SAT scores, first year writing course grades, and GSP
recommendations. They also examined the various GSP instruments used by the
institution from 2003 to 2008 and student perspectives gathered through surveys and
interviews. They found that there was limited evidence of content validity as the
questions on the various GSP instruments did not align with the construct of first-year
writing. There was also limited evidence of support for substantive validity, as students
did not interact with the GSP process as anticipated, and GSP only informed the
placement decisions of a small percentage of students. They questioned the evidence
for structural validity, noting that there was little rationale for the scoring process. They
were unable to examine generalizability across time, populations of students, and the
construct of writing as the GSP instruments changed multiple times and there were
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substantial changes in the student population. They examined external validity by
studying the correlations between scores on the GSP instruments and high school GPA,
SAT and ACT scores, and course grades but did not find a strong correlation between the
GSP scores and any of the other measures. Finally, Gere et al. looked at consequential
validity, including the benefits of placing into the developmental course, since the
consequence of GSP was placement into or out of remediation. Based on surveys and
interviews, students who took the developmental course did feel that it was beneficial.
The authors ultimately concluded that evidence for the validity of GSP was weak. They
focused their recommendations for improvement on revising the GSP instrument to
better align with first-year writing.
Similarly, Coleman and Smith (2021) conducted a mixed methods study of the
first semester of GSP at a small community college, structured around Messick’s six
aspects of validity. Data sources included: student record data; completed GSP
instruments; surveys of students; faculty feedback on placement; student focus groups;
and interviews with faculty and staff. They found evidence for content validity in that
the GSP instruments were collaboratively designed by faculty to align with writing and
math at the institution; however, the relevance of some of the questions included on
the forms, particularly those related to students’ self-beliefs, are not supported by the
literature. Evidence for the substantive aspect of validity was especially weak; many
students did not complete the forms correctly, resulting in different placement
recommendations. Also, some students reported that their decisions were strongly
influenced by advisors. They found evidence of structural validity in that all of the GSP
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tools demonstrated good reliability and exploratory factor analysis showed that most
items clustered into the anticipated factors of high school experiences, student success
behaviors, and English or math skills. Coleman and Smith questioned the generalizability
of the process, as students had very different experiences depending on when they
participated in GSP and who was guiding the process. In their assessment of evidence
for external validity, they found small negative correlations between high school GPA
and scores on the English and career math GSP instruments and small positive
correlations between GPA and scores on the Algebra and statistics GSP instruments;
they did not find a clear relationship between GSP scores and subsequent course
grades. However, all of the students who completed the survey felt that they had placed
themselves into the correct English course, and 80% felt they had placed themselves
into the correct math course. Evidence for consequential validity included positive
attitudes among both faculty and students regarding student ownership of the
placement process and less resentment among the students in the developmental
courses because they had chosen to take the course; however, because the sample size
was so small, they were unable to assess other outcomes. They also found that faculty
may underestimate the abilities of students; almost half of the English students and
one-third of the math students who faculty indicated were placed too high earned a C or
better in the course. Coleman and Smith recommended that colleges design more
holistic GSP tools that do not rely on strict scoring structures; they also emphasized the
importance of minimizing the influence of those guiding the GSP process who may
inappropriately influence students’ decisions.
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Researchers are also concerned with the social justice consequences of GSP,
although these discussions are generally not framed as an issue of validity (Blakesley et
al., 2003; Blakesley, 2002; Chernekoff, 2003; Inoue, 2009; Ketai, 2012; Pinter & Sims,
2003). However, there is limited research on GSP disaggregated by student subgroups,
so the extent to which GSP is impacting equity in placement is still a matter of
speculation (Toth, 2018, 2019). The exception is one study of a natural experiment for
math placement where the failure to renew the contract for the college’s placement
test led to the impromptu implementation of GSP (Kosiewicz & Ngo, 2020). They found
that overall, enrollment in college level math increased from 0.8% to 14.6% of students,
and enrollment in the lowest level of developmental math increased from 6.3% to
12.7%. However, male, white, and Asian students were more than twice as likely to selfplace into college level math compared to female, Hispanic, and Black students, who
placed themselves into the lowest level of developmental math at much higher rates
than when a placement exam was used. White and Asian students were much more
likely to benefit from self-placement on measures ranging from withdrawal rates, course
success rates, and credit accumulation when compared to Black and Hispanic students.
The researchers unfortunately did not have information on how much influence
advisors had on students’ placement decisions, but they speculate that the lower
placement rates of female, Black, and Hispanic students could be due either to implicit
bias influencing the guidance advisors provided to the students or to stereotype threat
and students underestimating their own abilities. Both Toth (2018) and Inoue (2009)
have emphasized the importance of comprehensive local validation studies to ensure
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that the potential of GSP to address the inequitable consequences of placement exams
is achieved and that GSP does not instead exacerbate those inequities.
Social Validity
The literature on developmental education assessment and placement focuses
on the extent to which A&P should be mandatory, possible alternatives to high stakes
standardized tests, implementation challenges, and the validity of the placement
decisions that result. The validity literature focuses primarily on predictive validity,
examining the relationship between assessment measures and course outcomes.
However, one area of validity that is neglected in the literature is social validity.
The Origins of Social Validity
Social validity is the extent to which the goals, procedures, and effects of an
intervention are seen as socially desirable by those directly and indirectly impacted by
that intervention (Wolf, 1978). In his seminal article on social validity, Wolf (1978)
identified three components: the extent to which the goals of an intervention are
significant or desired by society; the extent to which the procedures of an intervention
are appropriate and acceptable; and the extent to which the effects of an intervention,
both intended and unintended, are socially important and satisfactory. It should be
noted that society does not refer to society as a whole, but rather “the specific
consumer or representatives of the relevant community” (Wolf, 1978, p. 209). Thus, the
social validity of an intervention is based upon the perspectives of those associated,
directly or indirectly, with an intervention. Wolf (1978) suggested that programs that
were more socially valid may be more likely to be adopted. Consequently, the purpose
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of assessing social validity is to evaluate the acceptability of an intervention, and the
terms social validity and social acceptability are often used interchangeably (Elliott et al.,
1984; Harrison et al., 2013; Kazdin, 1977; Martens et al., 1985).
Since being widely introduced in seminal articles by Wolf (1977) and Kazdin
(1977), social validity has been applied most commonly to interventions designed to
change behavior. These include interventions in the fields of school-based behavioral
interventions (Barrett et al., 2001; Elliott et al., 1984; Miramontes et al., 2011),
programs for students with disabilities (Ellis & Sabornie, 1990; Kazdin, 1977; Kennedy,
1992; Martens et al., 1985; Ogilvie & McCrudden, 2017; Rademaker et al., 2021;
Strohmeier et al., 2014), HIV prevention (Winett et al., 1991), gifted programs (AntonioCanongo et al., 2015), mindfulness education (Felver et al., 2014; Luiselli et al., 2017),
retirement education (Barbosa & Mutta, 2019), and reading instruction (GrandstaffBeckers et al., 2013; Leko, 2014). However, while the concept of social validity
originated in the assessment of behavioral interventions, its use has also expanded to
the realm of testing and measurement (Greer et al., 2012; Harrison et al., 2013;
Hitchcock et al., 2015; Kramer, 2011; Moore et al., 2020); thus, in discussions of social
validity, the term intervention may refer to either a program or an assessment process.
Identifying Relevant Stakeholders
When assessing social validity, it is important to identify whose perspective
matters (Bornstein & Rycharik, 1983; Fuqua & Schwade, 1986; Kazdin, 1977; McMahon
& Forehand, 1983; Schwartz & Baer, 1991; Wolf, 1978). Gresham and Lopez (1996) note
that “a key issue in social validation is identifying the most important consumers and
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how much weight should be given to their opinions” (p. 206). Schwartz and Baer (1991)
identified four levels of consumers: direct and indirect consumers, and members of the
immediate and extended community. Direct consumers are the end users or
participants in a program or assessment process. Indirect consumers are those who are
involved in the implementation of an intervention or who are affected by the outcomes
of that intervention. Members of the immediate community interact with the direct and
indirect consumers. Members of the extended community do not interact with the
program or its direct or indirect consumers but may still have a stake in the
intervention. For example, taxpayers are members of the extended community who
may have an opinion about a program or assessment process that is publicly funded. In
the case of developmental education A&P, direct consumers would be students being
assessed and placed. Indirect consumers could include faculty implementing
developmental education, faculty and advisors facilitating the A&P process, and
administrators making decisions about which developmental education reform or A&P
method to adopt. Members of the community could include policy makers at the local,
state, and federal level who also make decisions about developmental education
reform.
Criticisms of Social Validity
The primary critique of social validity is the danger of conflating the social
validity of an intervention with its effectiveness. In his deconstruction of the term social
validity, Hawkins (1991) questions both the use of the word social and the word validity,
preferring the term consumer satisfaction. He criticizes researchers who “seem to
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conceive of consumer satisfaction as the ultimate criterion rather than an opinion that
may or may not predict the real criterion” (p. 207), challenging the notion that positive
ratings from consumers corresponds to higher quality. Put simply, it is not a good
assessment or program just because stakeholders like it. While this conflating of social
validity with quality did lead to early efforts to increase measures of social validity as
though those measures were themselves the intended outcome of the program
(Schwartz and Baer, 1991), this particular critique of social validity is not in conflict with
the Wolf’s own conceptualization of the term; he too noted that “a program that is
described by its consumers as well-liked or effective may not necessarily be either
pleasant or effective” (Wolf, 1978, p. 212). According to Sasso (2004), “the history of
education and psychology is littered with examples of interventions and methods that
appeared to possess high social importance and acceptability that turned out to be not
only ineffective, but also countertherapeutic” (p. 67). Winett et al. (1991), applying
social validity to the field of disease prevention, addressed this issue by broadening the
definition of social validity to combine subjective social validity measures with more
objective measures. They suggested that social validity required not just consumer
satisfaction, but also the support of objective data about the verifiable importance of
the goals of an intervention, the appropriateness of intervention design and
implementation, and sufficient impact in real-world conditions.
Social Validity and Implementation
While an assessment of social validity may not provide information about the
inherent quality of an intervention, it could assist with the implementation process, as
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stakeholders who are opposed to a program may undermine or impede its successful
implementation (Antonio-Canongo et al., 2015; Barbosa & Murta, 2019; Elliott et al.,
1984; Harrison, Vannest, & Reynolds, 2013; Grandstaff-Beckers, 2013; Gresham &
Lopez, 1996; Hawkins, 1991; Hitchcock, Onwuegbuzie, & Khoshaim, 2015; Luiselli, 2017;
Ogilvie & McCrudden, 2017; Rademaker et al., 2021; Schwartz and Baer, 1991; Winett et
al., 1991; Wolf, 1978). Unless stakeholders perceive an intervention as addressing “a
socially important problem in an acceptable fashion, they are unlikely to use it even if it
has been demonstrated to be effective” (Elliott et al., 1984, p. 353-354). Despite his
criticisms of the term social validity, Hawkins (1991) identified several benefits to
measuring customer satisfaction, including identifying the need to educate stakeholders
to help avoid implementation challenges, determining resource needs, making program
improvements, assisting with public relations, and contributing to the overall evaluation
of a program. According to Kazdin (1980), “treatments viewed by the public as more
acceptable than others are more likely to be sought by potential consumers, initiated,
and adhered to once they are initiated” (p. 260). According to Schwartz and Baer (1991),
“the purpose of social validity assessments is to evaluate the acceptability or viability of
a programmed intervention” (p. 189) and “to anticipate rejection of a program before
that happens” (p. 189). Ellis and Sabornie (1990) view social validity as a measure of the
climate within which a program must be implemented. Social validity has also been
associated with closing the research to practice gap (Foster & Mash, 1999; Leko, 2014;
Miramontes et al., 2011) and with implementation fidelity (Grandstaff-Beckers et al.,
2013; Leko, 2014; Ogilvie & McCrudden, 2017; Rademaker et al., 2021). However, it is

50

unclear whether higher levels of social validity lead to implementation fidelity or
whether fidelity of implementation leads to stronger outcomes which then impacts
social validity (Miramontes et al., 2011). Information gathered through social validity
assessment could also be used to proactively make changes to the program and adjust
messaging around the program if it is determined that there is a lack of acceptance or
buy-in from particular stakeholder groups (Greer et al., 2012; Hitchcock et al., 2015).
According to Barbosa and Murta (2019), “while social validity is not sufficient to
guarantee results, it is an important prerequisite for intervention implementation and
dissemination in the real world” (p. 13).
Schwartz and Baer (1991) note that social invalidity is not the absence of social
validity, but rather resistance to an intervention. Consumers who are generally passive
consumers may choose to become active consumers and thus impact the program by
being supportive or critical. This resistance could include “withdrawing from the
program, encouraging others to do the same, complaining to community officials and
the media, or, more subtly, not implementing some or all of the program’s procedures”
(p. 190).
Assessing Social Validity
Social validity is commonly measured through quantitative survey instruments,
typically consisting of a series of Likert-style items administered after a program has
been implemented. These instruments may include questions that directly align with
Wolf’s framework, such as: “I am satisfied with our school’s universal/core goals”; “I am
satisfied with our school’s universal/core procedures”; and “I am satisfied with our
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school’s universal/core outcomes” (Miramontes et al., 2011, p. 455). Other instruments
are designed to ask about particular aspects of a program’s goals, procedures, and
outcomes, while still being generic, such as: “assessment procedures that were first
explained to me were clear” and “duration of program was appropriate” (AntonioCanongo et al., 2015, p. 1674); “how willing are you to carry out this treatment” and
“how confident are you that the treatment will be effective” (Ogilvie and McCrudden
2017, p. 2908); and “I liked the procedures used in the intervention” and “overall, this
intervention would be beneficial for a student” (Grandstaff-Beckers et al., 2013, p. 345).
Other instruments are designed to be more specific to the particular intervention or
assessment, such as: “the mindfulness program has helped me focus on my school
work” (Luiselli et al., 2017, p. 128); “how effective are the current feedback procedures
for correct behaviour support plan implementation” (Strohmeier et al., 2014, p. 17);
“surveys about children’s emotions and behaviors are useful in identifying which
children need more help”, “emotional and behavioral development should be addressed
in a school setting” and “this assessment is a fair way to evaluate the child’s behavior”
(Moore et al., 2020, p. 11); and “how useful are the CSR strategies in addressing a
reading assignment” and “how easy was it for you to use the CRS strategies”
(Grandstaff-Beckers et al., 2013, p. 346).
Social validity originated in the behavioral sciences in the 1970s with positivism
as the dominant paradigm (Leko, 2014); thus, it is to be expected that quantitative
measures of social validity would be dominant. However, researchers have called for an
increased use of qualitative and mixed methods to assess social validity (Gresham &
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Lopez, 1996; Kramer, 2011; Leko, 2014; Ogilvie & McCrudden, 2017). Researchers have
also recommended that social validity be assessed not only after an intervention or
assessment program is already in place, but also prior to and during implementation.
According to Foster and Mash (1999), “social validity has typically been discussed as
though it were a single construct that could be scored dichotomously, an intervention
either ‘has’ or ‘lacks’ social validity” (p. 309). However, social validity is “a dynamic and
not a static variable” (p. 314) that should be assessed at different stages as it will likely
vary across time (Foster & Mash, 1999; Rademaker et al., 2021). According to Barrett et
al. (2001) the assessment of social validity should be viewed as “a process rather than a
result or outcome” (p. 63) and should be assessed multiple times.
The Social Validity of Developmental Education Assessment and Placement
According to Schwartz and Baer (1991), “social validity assessment is a defensive
technique” (p. 191) designed to help identify levels of buy-in, areas of resistance, and
the potential sources of that resistance. In their study of developmental education
reform challenges, Jaggars and Hodara (2013) noted that faculty and administrators may
have very different perspectives, and “if such worries are not acknowledged and
resolved, then stakeholders may overtly or covertly resist change, resulting in weak,
inconsistent, or poorly implemented reform” (p. 577). According to Morante (1989),
“the biggest obstacle to a successful program of mandatory placement testing is
frequently the attitude of the faculty and staff involved with the program” (p. 3). Both
Toth (2019) and Moos and van Zanen (2019) suggested that the successful
implementation of GSP depended on buy-in from those involved in implementation.
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According to Blakesley (2002), in reference to GSP, “as we spread the responsibility for
ensuring that students were well informed about their choices, we also created
opportunities for people to assert their influence on those choices” (p. 23); he identified
students, advisors, administrators, and faculty as important groups that needed to be
convinced of the legitimacy of GSP (2003). Maldonado (2019), in his study of MMP,
found that counselor perspectives on the accuracy of testing and the quality of area high
schools influenced the extent to which they recommended retesting, how they
interpreted high school data, and how they responded when students challenged
placement recommendations. Gathering social validity evidence could help institutions
explore the perceptions of various stakeholder groups about the goals, processes, and
outcomes of various developmental education A&P practices in order to identify areas
of consensus and areas of resistance.
One area of particular importance is how stakeholders view the goals of A&P.
Although most of the literature on placement has prioritized predictive validity and is
based on the assumption that the goal of A&P is to predict who will and will not succeed
in the subsequent course, other researchers have challenged whether this is, or should
be, the goal of placement. Armstrong (2000) challenged the use of course grades as a
criterion measure due to the high variability in grading. He found that the strongest
predictor of course grade was not placement test scores, high school grades, or student
characteristics; instead, it was the instructor. Other researchers have challenged
whether the goal of A&P should be to predict course outcomes in the first place
(Coleman & Smith, 2021; Gilman et al., 2019; Morante, 1989, 2012; Saxon & Morante,

54

2014). Morante has consistently challenged the use of predictive validity to judge
placement exams, calling it “inappropriate” (2012, p. 28) and saying, “the predictive
validity of placement tests are especially difficult to judge because if a
developmental/remedial course is functioning well, the correlations between placement
test scores and grades should approach zero” (1989, p. 4). Understanding how
community college practitioners perceive the goals of developmental A&P, and further
assessing social validity by examining their perspectives on the ways in which policies
are implemented and the outcomes of those policies, would broaden the literature on
the validity of developmental education A&P and could yield valuable information for
colleges attempting to implement placement reform.
Philosophies of Adult Education
Schwartz and Baer (1991) pointed to the importance of assessing social validity
not only to understand whether some programs are liked or disliked but also why
particular programs are liked or disliked. One possibility is that people tend to find
programs that align with their prior beliefs to be more acceptable. Harrison et al. (2013)
in their study of social, emotional, and behavioral interventions, noted that social
importance was tied to values and that educators view assessments as more acceptable
if they measure constructs that they value. Similarly, Ogilvie and McCrudden (2017), in
their mixed methods study of the social validity of an intervention for children with
autism, identified a theme of “matching philosophies” (p. 2905), where parents were
more positive about the intervention if it aligned with their parenting philosophy.
Rademaker et al., (2021) noted that the social significance of a program’s goal may vary
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based on personal values and that educators view interventions that align with their
teaching philosophy more positively.
One framework for exploring community college instructors’ values related to
developmental education and placement is adult education philosophies. For more than
40 years, adult educators have been espousing the benefits of educators exploring their
beliefs, values, and attitudes about education, including the purpose of education, the
role of the instructor, and the role of the learner (Apps, 1973; Beatty et al., 2009; Day &
Amstutz, 2003; DeCoux et al., 1992; Elias & Merriam, 1980; Galbraith & Jones, 2008;
Miller, 2017; Strom, 1996; Tisdell & Taylor, 1999; White & Brockett, 1987). In their
seminal book Philosophical Foundations of Adult Education, Elias and Merriam (1980)
provided a framework of six philosophical approaches to adult education. A liberal adult
education philosophy focuses on developing the intellect and emphasizes content
mastery with the instructor as the expert transmitter of knowledge. A behaviorist adult
education philosophy focuses on controlling behavior, providing feedback, and views
the instructor as the director of learning. A progressive adult education philosophy
focuses on practical knowledge and problem-solving skills centered around learner
needs, with the instructor organizing and guiding the learning process. A humanistic
adult education philosophy focuses on personal growth and development, self-directed
learning, and the instructor as a partner in learning. A radical adult education
philosophy focuses on the role of education in social change, student autonomy, and
student-teacher equality. An analytic adult education philosophy focuses on clarifying
concepts and language used in adult education.
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Since 1980, adult education scholars have adapted and reconceptualized these
philosophical categories into new frameworks. Zinn (1983) notes that the analytic adult
education philosophy is not really a philosophy of adult education itself, but rather a
method of critiquing other philosophies, and it does not appear in any subsequent
frameworks. However, the other five philosophies identified by Elias and Merriam
(1980) appear in various forms. For example, Tisdell and Taylor (1999) adapted Elias and
Merriam’s framework into three philosophies: humanism focuses on self-direction in
learning and supporting learners’ individual interests; critical-humanism is similar to
humanism but includes an additional focus on the learners’ environment, including
political and social influences; and emancipatory education focuses on empowering
students to achieve social justice ends. Day and Amstutz (2003) focused on core values
and created a framework with seven values that overlap with and reconfigure Elias and
Merriam’s categorizations; these core values include cultural custodianship, useful
knowledge, spiritual connectedness, personal existence, individual/group growth, social
reconstruction, and scientific scholarship. Conti (2007) developed the Philosophies Held
by Instructors of Lifelong-learners (PHIL), a simple, four item tool designed to help
educators identify their philosophical orientation among idealism, realism,
pragmatism/progressivism, existentialism/humanism, and reconstructionism. However,
the primary tool for identifying one’s adult education philosophy is Zinn’s (1983, 1990)
Philosophy of Adult Education Inventory (PAEI).
The PAEI is a self-administered and self-scored instrument that includes 15 sets
of items. Each set consists of an open-ended statement, such as “the primary purpose of
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adult education is” (Zinn, 1990, p. 62), followed by five responses, each corresponding
to one of the following five adult education philosophies identified by Elias and Merriam
(1980): liberal, behaviorist, progressive, humanist, and radical. Respondents indicate
their level of agreement with each statement using a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from
strongly disagree to strongly agree. Total scores range from 15 to 105 points; higher
scores indicate greater congruence with a particular philosophy. Zinn (1990) notes that
educators may have high scores in more than one philosophical orientation and that
their orientations could change over time. The PAEI has been used to study the adult
education philosophies of graduate students in adult education (DeCoux et al., 1992),
agricultural education teachers (Boone et al., 2002), faculty in accelerated community
college degree programs (Wajler, 2012), workforce education faculty (Floyd, 2010),
university faculty in the Philippines (Severo & Jung, 2015), teacher education faculty
(Fries, 2012), early childhood education faculty (Strout, 2015), environmental education
practitioners (Zoellick, 2009), and cooperative extension agents (Williams, 1999).
In this study I adapted items from the PAEI to assess math and English faculty’s
perspectives on the purpose of education, the role of the student, and the role of the
instructor. These items were included on the social validity assessment instrument
developed in the second phase of this mixed methods study. This allowed me to explore
the relationship between adult education philosophies and perspectives on the social
validity of test scores, multiple measures placement, and guided self-placement.
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CHAPTER 3
QUALITATIVE METHODS AND RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to use a social validity framework to explore the
perspectives of community college faculty on developmental education assessment and
placement (A&P). I took a mixed methods approach, which is one in which “a researcher
or team of researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research
approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection,
analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of
understanding and corroboration” (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007). A benefit
of using mixed methods is that, when combining qualitative and quantitative data,
“their collective strength provides a better understanding of the research problem than
either form of data alone” (Creswell, 2015, p. 2). This study used an exploratory
sequential mixed methods design (Creswell, 2015), which is appropriate when
exploration is needed to identify variables to include in a quantitative study (Creswell &
Plano Clark, 2011). This type of design is commonly used to develop survey instruments
and has also been referred to as an instrument development design (Creswell, Fetters, &
Ivankova, 2004) or quantitative follow-up design (Morgan, 1998). The following research
questions guided the design of this study:
•

RQ1: What are the perspectives of community college math and English
faculty on the goals of developmental education assessment and placement?
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•

RQ2: What are the perspectives of community college math and English
faculty on the implementation process of standardized placement test
scores, multiple measures placement, and guided self-placement?

•

RQ3: What are the perspectives of community college math and English
faculty on the outcomes of assessment and placement using standardized
placement test scores, multiple measures placement, and guided selfplacement?

•

RQ4: How do community college math and English faculty’s perspectives on
each of the three methods of assessment and placement relate to their adult
education philosophy?

•

RQ5: To what extent do the perspectives of community college math and
English faculty differ?

The first stage of the study was a qualitative exploration of community college
math and English faculty’s perspectives on the goals of A&P, the implementation
procedures of the three main methods of A&P (test scores, multiple measures
placement, and guided self-placement), and the outcomes of using each method. During
the second phase of the study, I used data gathered in the first phase to develop and
administer a survey instrument designed to evaluate the social validity of A&P practices.
Qualitative data were gathered first, because there are currently no social validity
instruments for A&P, and the literature on A&P is not robust enough to fully identify
relevant aspects of social validity to include on the survey instrument. The purpose of
the quantitative phase was to use the survey instrument to assess the social validity of
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A&P methods and examine the extent to which social validity relates to adult education
philosophy.
The mixing of methods occurred in the bridge between qualitative and
quantitative phases as the survey instrument was being developed (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011) and again following the quantitative phase when findings were integrated
to answer the research questions. A diagram of the research design for this study can be
found in Figure 3.1; the qualitative components of the study are described in greater
detail in subsequent sections of this chapter, while the quantitative components are
described in greater detail in Chapter 4. The plan for this study was submitted to the
University of South Carolina’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) and received approval.
The IRB Approval Letter can be found in Appendix A.

Figure 3.1 Study Design
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Setting
Both the qualitative and quantitative phases of this study were conducted
among community college faculty in a Midwestern state. Colleges in this state are
involved in ongoing efforts to reform developmental education, including assessment
and placement. Although the community colleges in this state are largely autonomous,
there is a student success center that helps facilitate reform across the institutions.
Additionally, a recent state bill mandated particular reforms to both developmental
coursework and the placement process. Thus, a study of faculty perspectives on
assessment and placement was especially timely.
There are 28 community colleges in the state, ranging in size from approximately
1,000 students to 45,000 students; more than 350,000 students are currently enrolled
across all 28 community colleges. Demographically, approximately 70% of the
community college students in the state are white non-Hispanic, while just under 20%
are Black, and fewer than 5% are Hispanic. This is similar to the population of the state
as a whole, where approximately 75% of the state’s population are white non-Hispanic,
approximately 15% are Black, and approximately 5% are Hispanic. Approximately 35% of
the community college students in the state are 25 years old or older. However, the
demographics of the student population can vary widely across institutions. It is not
possible to determine how many math and English faculty are employed at community
colleges in the state, particularly considering adjunct faculty may teach at multiple
institutions; this precluded the calculation of a response rate for the quantitative phase
of this study. However, respondents were asked to identify their institution to
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determine the extent to which responses were representative of a variety of
institutions, in terms of geographic location, size, and student demographics.
Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis Methods
The first stage of this study consisted of semi-structured interviews with
community college math and English faculty. The goal of this stage of the study was
twofold: to gather qualitative data that could be used to help answer the research
questions and to gather information that could be used in the development of a survey
to quantitatively evaluate the social validity of A&P practices with a larger sample.
Instrument
An interview protocol guided the semi-structured interviews and was designed
to broadly capture perspectives on the three domains of social validity: the goals of
assessment and placement; the use and implementation of placement tests, multiple
measures placement, and guided self-placement; and the outcomes, both intended and
unintended, of using these three placement methods. The protocol was reviewed by
two experts in qualitative research and three experts in developmental education to
help ensure the questions were appropriately constructed to elicit meaningful
responses. Revisions were made to the draft protocol based on reviewers’ feedback; the
final interview protocol consists of seven questions and is included in Appendix B.
Participants and Data Collection
Participants consisted of ten community college faculty with experience teaching
math or English. Stratified purposive sampling was used to identify five math and five
English instructors. A key informant at the state’s student success center helped identify
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potential participants based on their involvement in developmental education reform at
their institutions, and snowball sampling was used to recruit additional participants so
that a range of experiences with and perspectives on assessment and placement were
represented. Participation in the interview was voluntary. The ten participants were
from five different community colleges located across the state. The colleges ranged in
size from approximately 2,000 students to approximately 15,000 students. No more
than two faculty in the same content area (i.e. two math or two English faculty), were
interviewed from the same institution. All five of the English faculty had experience
teaching composition, three also taught integrated reading and writing, and three also
taught literature courses. Four of the five math faculty taught Algebra, three taught
statistics, and three taught quantitative reasoning. All of the math and English faculty
had experience teaching both developmental and college level coursework. There were
eight female and two male faculty, and all of the faculty identified as white. Years of
experience teaching in higher education ranged from five to 35 years.
All ten interviews were conducted virtually via Zoom video conferencing
software between November 2021 and January 2022. Interview duration ranged from
25 to 100 minutes; most lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. Interviews were recorded
with the consent of participants. Each participant was compensated for their time with a
$25 Amazon gift card; one participant declined to be compensated.
Analysis Methods
Qualitative data analysis occurred in two stages. In the first stage of “targeted
analysis” (Guest , MacQueen, & Namey, 2012, p. 30), the focus was on identifying
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concepts and response options to include in the survey instrument. Transcription and indepth thematic analysis were not necessary at this stage; according to Guest et al.
(2012), transcription and in-depth analysis “are overkill if the only purpose is to help in
the design of a subsequent instrument” (p. 30). Instead, I created a debriefing form, as
outlined by Guest, et al. (2012). This form included the following: key information about
the interview and interviewee including content area; date and time of the interview; a
summary of responses to the main protocol questions; main issues or themes that stood
out; and possible survey items or response categories. Following each interview, I
completed a debriefing form. Once all interviews were completed, I listened to the
recordings and made additions to the debriefing forms. Notes from these debriefing
forms were used to develop the survey instrument.
While the survey was being administered, I conducted the second stage of
qualitative data analysis. One challenge of exploratory sequential designs is that they
are time-consuming, as the quantitative phase cannot be initiated until the qualitative
phase has been conducted (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). By using a more streamlined
method of qualitative analysis to assist in the development of the survey instrument and
then conducting more in-depth thematic analysis while quantitative data collection was
in progress, this challenge was mitigated to some extent.
For the second stage of qualitative data analysis, I used a template analysis
approach to thematic coding (King & Brooks, 2017). Rather than coding with no
preconceived ideas about what will emerge, template analysis is a pragmatic approach
that begins with a list of a priori codes that the researcher expects to find, based on
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prior literature and the research questions. After reading through a subset of the data, a
coding template is developed which is then applied to the complete dataset. Template
analysis “balances a relatively high degree of structure in the process of analysing
textual data with the flexibility to adapt it to the needs of a particular study” (Brooks et
al., 2014, p. 203). For this study, I drew upon both the literature and my debriefing
forms to help identify a priori codes. I then reviewed the interview transcripts from one
math faculty and one English faculty to develop my coding template. Next, I coded all
ten interviews, adjusting the codes as needed. Finally, I analyzed the codes, looking for
patterns and identifying themes. I used Quirkos qualitative analysis software to conduct
the coding (Quirkos 2.4.2, 2021).
Interview Findings
The first stage of targeted analysis of the interviews with five math and five
English faculty resulted in findings that were used to help design a survey instrument;
findings from the administration of this survey to a larger sample of faculty will be
discussed in Chapter 4. The more extensive second stage of qualitative analysis resulted
in findings related to faculty perspectives on the goals of assessment and placement,
the advantages and disadvantages of the three methods of A&P, how best to assess and
place students, and how colleges might determine if placement methods are effective.
These qualitative findings are discussed below.
Faculty Perspectives on the Goals of Assessment and Placement
After initial introductions, each interview began by asking the interviewee why
we even have A&P processes for math and English, but not other subject areas. I had
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not intended this to be a difficult question; however, it was interesting to see the long
pauses as participants thought about the question. Responses from four of the
interviewees made clear that this was not something they had thought about or felt was
commonly discussed, even though three of them had been involved in developmental
education reform efforts at their institutions. One English instructor responded to the
question by saying, “oh, I hadn’t thought of that!” while a math instructor responded,
“that’s a really good question, and I love how your phrased it. We don’t do it in other
subjects, and I hadn’t actually considered that aspect of it.” Another math instructor
said “that’s a good question, and you know what? Many of us don’t even think of this
question because it’s traditionally there. It’s our culture.”
The general consensus, however, was that there is an A&P process for math and
English because these are seen as fundamental skills that students need to be successful
in other coursework. According to one math instructor,
“Those are the two fundamental things, you have to have quantitative reasoning
skills, and you have to have the ability to read and write in order to be successful
in any class, and the earlier we can identify students that need that extra
assistance in their college career, the better off they’ll be in all of their classes.”
Historically, the introductory level math and English courses have been referred to as
gatekeeper courses, though the language has shifted to instead use the term gateway
course, and several of the interviewees used this language to describe the rationale for
assessing and placement students. According to one English instructor, “that's kind of a
gateway, so if you can read at the college level, you can write at the college level, and
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you can compute at the college level, we think you can be successful in pretty much any
course here.” According to one math instructor, “a lot of people probably use it to keep
students out, that’s historical practice, right? It’s more of a gatekeeper mentality.”
Participants were next asked to discuss their perspectives on the overall goals of
assessment and placement; some also broadly discussed overall goals when discussing
each A&P method. The following four broad and sometimes overlapping goals of A&P
emerged: to determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and skills for
the course into which they are placed; to place students into a class that is not too hard
but not too easy; to create more homogenous classes; and to maximize the number of
students placed directly into the college level course.
The most commonly discussed goal, mentioned by three English instructors and
all five math instructors, was ensuring students have the foundational knowledge and
skills needed to be successful in the course. According to one English instructor, “if you
get all A’s and B's in high school, yes, you've shown you have grit, you have study skills,
but do you have the mastery of the concepts that are needed?” According to another,
“the goal, of course, is to put students in coursework where they already have some of
the skills in order to succeed.” According to one math instructor, “math is very
traditional and we’re very linear thinkers…so you need to know A, B, and C before you
can do D, so that’s why we do placement.”
Three of the participants emphasized the importance of placing students into a
class that is not too hard but also not too easy. According to one English instructor,
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“I see the purpose of assessment and placement as almost like two bumpers
when you're at a go kart track. On one hand, you don't want to place students so
low that they feel like they're wasting their time and money in a class, and they
get bored. But then you also don't want to place them so high that they're
challenged too much and feel like college isn't for them. And so, I think it's about
finding a good fit for where students can be successful but challenged.”
According to another English instructor, “To me the perfect tension is the course is
challenging, but with the right support and the right motivation you can be
successful…where they need to be is challenged, but not to the point where they're
disheartened and feel stupid.” According to one math instructor, students should be
placed “in a course where you would expect them to be most successful, something
that's not too hard, not too easy where they would learn things that they need to learn,
yet it wouldn't be so overwhelming that they are completely over their head.”
Another goal identified by the participants was to create homogenous classes so
the instructor could teach students at a similar level. For some of the faculty, this theme
was connected to the goal of identifying the foundational knowledge and skills, but the
theme also emerged independently. According to one math instructor,
“I like to think that the purpose is to make sure that the students have the skills
in order to be successful in the level in which they're placed. I also can think of it
from a logistical standpoint that you are having a more homogeneous group of
students that you can get through the amount of material that we need to get
through.”
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Another said, “as a math instructor, I can start where this class is supposed to start and
go forward and not have to go back and fill in a lot of gaps.” While discussing opposition
to guided self-placement at their institution, one math instructor said, “that was all
[faculty] were worried about, was that there would be too much difference between
their students.” While this sentiment was more prevalent among the math instructors in
the study, one English instructor said, “as a faculty member, I only want students in my
classroom who are ready, who have the skills so that I can teach at a particular level.”
One math instructor, when talking about the desire for homogenous classes, specifically
questioned whether colleges were viewing the goals of assessment and placement
“through the lens of the student or the faculty member.” They continued,
“Is it the gatekeeping mentality? How do I teach my class the way I always have
if now I have a third of my students who don't know these things, which in the
past they did? Am I going to deal with it and say, ‘OK, well, I'm going to find a
way to support you?’ Or am I going to say, ‘Well, it's too bad’?”
Because one purpose of the interviews was the gather information to help
design the survey, I also asked participants to identify any other goals of assessment and
placement that they felt were supported by their college or other faculty members.
While none of the interviewees said they agreed with this goal, several instructors
pointed to the goal of placing as many students as possible into the college level course.
According to one English instructor, “the institution wants to get students right in a
college bearing class and get them out as fast as possible.” Another English instructor
talked extensively about college leadership making decisions about placement based on
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their desire to get students into college level courses for budgetary reasons and the
conflict between access to and success in those courses. One math instructor
acknowledged that “the data seem to indicate that putting more students, defaulting
students into college level coursework, leads to better outcomes” but also questioned
whether that was the right path for all students, especially those whose skills were
especially weak.
A summary of the themes related to the overall goals of assessment and
placement can be found in Table 3.1.
Table 3.1 Themes Related to the Goals of Assessment and Placement
Category
Why we assess and place
students in math and English
The goals of assessment and
placement

Themes
Math, reading, and writing are foundational skills
Gatekeeping
Determine if students have the knowledge and skills needed
Place students into a class that is not too hard and not too
easy
Create homogenous classes
To maximize the number of students placed directly into the
college level course

Faculty Perspectives on Three Methods of Assessment and Placement
Initially the interview protocol was designed to ask participants about the goals
of the three different placement methods, then the strengths and challenges of
implementing each method, and finally the outcomes of each method. However, after
the first two interviews it became clear that interviewees struggled to draw distinctions
between goals, implementation processes, and outcomes. They also generally felt that
the goals were the same regardless of the method, with one exception related to guided
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self-placement, which will be discussed later. Consequently, the protocol was adjusted
to instead ask about the overall goals of assessment and placement and then the overall
advantages and disadvantages of each placement method; in all interviews, placement
tests were discussed first, followed by multiple measures placement, and finally guided
self-placement. In the sections below, my presentation of findings reflects this shift
towards discussing the overall advantages and disadvantages of each method; however,
in Chapter 5, I explicitly align the qualitative findings with the social validity framework
to answer the research questions.
Standardized Placement Tests
When asked about the advantages of using standardized test scores to assess
and place students, participants focused primarily on the idea that placement tests are
easy to implement and use, and placement tests are, or at least are seen as, objective
and trustworthy. It should be noted that very few of the interviewees were in favor of
placement using standardized test scores but were instead usually discussing the
perceived advantages, especially to the college.
Almost all of the interviewees discussed how “easy” and “efficient” standardized
placement tests were to implement and use to make placement decisions. As one
English instructor succinctly stated, “What’s good about it is it’s easy. That’s it.”
According to one math instructor,
“You need a testing center, but nobody else has to do a whole lot of work, right?
And at community colleges where budgets are trim and there's a lot of efficiency
that you have to do, it's sometimes one of those necessary evils.”
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The primary ease of use comes from the tests producing a clear score that can be
used to “put the student into a nice neat little box.” As one English instructor said, “it
was easy, right? It was from somewhere else, and we just said, here this is what you do,
and they did it and it shot out a score.” According to one math instructor, “You can get
them in, put them through a process, get a score and then act on that score. It’s very
clear and easy.” Later, when talking about guided self-placement, the same instructor
noted that advisors “really struggled” to help guide students “because there’s not a
number.”
Participants also discussed the objectivity, real or perceived, of standardized test
scores. As one English instructor said, “Everybody is taking the same placement and
we're placing everybody based on that standard.” According to another, “we have the
data here, right? This is what a student did. This is why they go here…so if a student
fought it, you could say, well, this is literally where you place, this is how you did on it.”
According to one instructor,
“I think that a placement test is almost like a security blanket for instructors or
for the department where we feel like they've put so much into defining what
the skill sets are, and there are numbers, and they're not even numbers divided
by five. It's like if you earn a 237.5 you can go into this class. It seems so
scientific. And so it kind of allows us as instructors to feel like, OK, trust the
process, trust the test. The student is where they should be. But we all know that
that's a little bit of a mythology.”
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When asked about the disadvantages of using standardized test scores to assess
and place students, two English instructors mentioned that testing could be expensive,
especially if students were allowed to repeatedly retake the test. However, almost all of
the other discussion focused on the idea that placement test scores are not an accurate
reflection of the knowledge and skills students need to be successful. These inaccuracies
were seen as being rooted in the design of the tests, the tests assessing a single point in
time, and student behaviors related to testing.
Issues with the design of standardized tests included a lack of alignment
between what was included on the test and what was taught in the courses. Both math
and English faculty spoke of taking the tests themselves and feeling that the tests did
not assess the skills they thought were important. According to one English instructor, “I
had trouble, there were a couple of questions where I was laughing that I got wrong…I
was kind of embarrassed!” Another English instructor spoke of how “in English, it's a
recursive process, it's a process of discovery. It takes time. Is my first draft great? No. Is
my third draft better? Absolutely.” This instructor felt the placement test did a poor job
of assessing the skills needed to be successful in a writing course. Two math instructors
felt that math placement tests were designed to place students into college Algebra and
did a poor job of assessing the skills needed to enter other math pathways, with one
saying, “those companies haven't managed to come up with the test to place students
in statistics without having them go through tons of questions pertaining to algebra.”
Math instructors also questioned the prohibition of calculators on placement tests when
students use calculators in high school and would be allowed to use them in college
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coursework as well. According to one instructor, “it didn’t reflect what was happening in
the classroom. They weren't allowed to use a calculator, and the skills that they were
assessing, if they had a calculator, it wouldn't have impeded their progress.”
Another design challenge was the computerized format of most standardized
placement tests that could introduce error into students’ test scores. Several instructors
spoke of students struggling to navigate the testing software, including thinking they
could go back and check their answers when that was not allowed. A couple of the math
instructors specifically spoke of how the tests can be very finicky so that missing a
decimal point or not entering a negative sign could completely derail a student’s score.
Faculty also questioned the accuracy of relying on a score from a single point in
time from a test that was often administered under less-than-ideal conditions.
According to one math instructor, “they rely on a single measure on a single day, a
single point in time where there’s a lot of variability…there are a lot of different things
that could affect it, rather than just the knowledge that they’re trying to assess.” An
English instructor spoke of how long the tests are, typically with sections for math,
writing, and reading; they pointed out that “our bodies just do not work in ways that we
can just sit for three or four hours to complete something like that and for it to actually
measure competency.” The instructor noted that even if students knew they could
break the test up into sections, their lives often did not allow them to come to campus
multiple days for testing.
Faculty also questioned the accuracy of test scores based on how students
themselves behaved in relation to the testing process. Two instructors spoke of students
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not taking the tests seriously and not preparing for them. One instructor questioned
whether colleges were adequately informing students of the importance of the tests,
saying “the students don't realize how much that impacted their potential success at the
college. I've had great students in some of my developmental ed classes that said, ‘well,
I just didn't take it serious, I thought it was a joke’,” because the college did a poor job
of explaining the purpose of the test. However, the larger concern was the issue of test
anxiety and how “many students are just not good test takers.” This concern tied into
the idea of standardized placement tests being a measure at a single point in time when
students may not have been at their best. According to one English instructor,
“The unintended consequences of assessments, obviously, is that if a student has
a poor testing day or if they’re just not a good test taker…you’re going to give
them at some institutions eight extra credits of coursework because they didn’t
do well on a test?”
Several of the instructors spoke of how, especially for students with test anxiety,
testing “sets a bad tone” for what is often students’ first interaction with the college.
According to one English instructor, “they’re pretty intimidating for students…it’s a
pretty uncomfortable first experience for students.” According to one math instructor,
“Some students are scared or get nervous, and it's anxiety inducing. It's also that
whole idea of here's the first thing we're going to do to a student at a
community college where we're supposed to be about welcoming and access,
and they might be nervous and wonder if they belong at college, is we give them
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a test and then tell them, ‘No, you're not ready.’ So, the first thing we do is
confirm the fears that they already had with a low placement score.”
A summary of the themes related to placement using standardized test scores
can be found in Table 3.2.
Table 3.2 Themes Related to Placement Using Standardized Test Scores
Category
Advantages of placement
test scores
Disadvantages of placement
test scores

Themes
Easy to implement and use
Objective and trustworthy
Expensive if multiple retakes are allowed
Inaccurate due to design
Lack of alignment with courses
Computerized testing introduces error
Inaccurate due to measuring at a single point in time
Inaccurate due to how student interact with testing
Students do not take tests seriously and do not prepare
Some students are bad test takers or have test anxiety
Testing sets a bad tone for students’ first interaction with
college

Multiple Measures Placement
When asked about the advantages of using multiple measures placement (MMP)
to assess and place students, participants focused primarily on the ideas that MMP is a
more holistic means of assessing students, MMP is a way of assessing non-cognitive
attributes, and MMP results in more accurate placement.
Almost all of the participants talked about how MMP is a more holistic method
for assessing students that provides multiple opportunities for students to show they’re
capable of succeeding. Most of the instructors directly contrasted this advantage with
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some of their identified disadvantages of standardized testing. For example, one
instructor talked about testing being a single point in time saying,
“When we started looking more at the whole student…and thinking about all of
the different things that could have affected them on the day they took their
assessment or that could have gotten in the way of them being successful…that's
when we started looking at multiple measures.”
Other instructors talked about the idea of students being more than just a
number, with one saying, “you're taking other things into consideration, looking at more
of a big picture, not just one number.” According to another, “you’re looking at different
factors…I can’t speak to the validity of doing that, except it acknowledges the humanity
of the student.” Other instructors emphasized the idea of giving students multiple ways
to show they have what it takes to be successful, with one saying, “I think it gives
students a chance if they're not good test takers, but they have high GPAs, high grades
in certain classes…I think it's just giving them multiple opportunities for them to
showcase what they can do in different environments, under different conditions.”
According to another instructor, “If you’re integrating high school GPA, then it’s four
years’ worth of information.”
When some colleges implement MMP, students must meet certain thresholds on
different measures in order to be allowed to take the college level course; however,
several of the participants specifically noted that at their institutions, multiple measures
placement was a way “not to catch more students, but to release more students” and
“give students the advantage of placing at the highest course level.” According to one
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instructor, “It feels like sometimes there's a difference in philosophy in terms of our
students having to prove that they're good enough to get out of developmental…and we
did it for the opposite reason.”
Related to the idea of looking at the student holistically, some of the instructors
specifically talked about how GPA can be a measure of students’ potential for future
success and non-cognitive attributes. According to one instructor, “high school GPA says
what you have the potential to do, not necessarily just what you know.” According to
another, “I think that when you use GPA, it's based on the student having proven former
success…and they're probably going to be successful right now if they've been
successful in the past.” Other instructors emphasized that GPA can be a measure of noncognitive attributes such as motivation, grit, study skills, or just academic savvy.
According to one instructor “maybe GPA measures those life things and that ability to
navigate through life and succeed academically regardless.” Another instructor spoke
more extensively about how GPA reflects the ability of a student to navigate the
educational system, saying,
“It's a game, right, so some students know how to play the game and they can
get through it, and they know, I didn't get the score I wanted, so I'm going to go
talk to the instructor [but] some other student didn't learn…So the high school
GPA is a plus because they've learned how to play the game, so it's a good
indicator. Do they know how to play in higher ed? Do they know how to ask the
right questions to get what they need?”
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Based on the idea that MMP was a more robust assessment of students’ abilities
and skills, including assessing some academic soft skills, several of the participants felt
that MMP resulted in “more accurate placement, because it’s using multiple data
points.” According to another, “I think that definitely multiple measures has shown a
huge improvement in where they’ve been placed, and I would say that it’s very
accurate.” However, although a couple of the instructors shared that they felt students
were more accurately placed, they also acknowledged that they did not have any data
to support this supposition.
When asked about the disadvantages of using multiple measures to assess and
place students, instructors felt that MMP can be challenging to implement, and MMP
may result in inaccurate placement decisions because the method often relies primarily
on high school GPAs which many not be accurate measures of students’ knowledge and
skills.
The biggest identified challenge of implementing MMP was efficiently collecting
any selected measures. Community colleges often do not receive students’ high school
transcripts and may lack the staffing to process any transcripts that are received.
Participants spoke of how their institutions did not collect or store high school GPAs in
their data systems unless they were manually entered. According to one instructor, “we
don’t actually collect that data from students. It's not in our system, it's not in there. It's
not something that the high schools send to us.” According to another instructor,
“It's less efficient in that you have to have a new process for gathering that high
school GPA. How are you going to gather that, because you have to connect with
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high schools, who don't always want to give this information? If the student
doesn't have it, are you going to trust them with just self-reporting their GPA?
Do you have a person who's going to read the transcripts and enter them?”
Several other instructors also spoke of how they relied on self-reported GPA, but then
had concerns about whether students could be trusted to accurately remember and
report their grades. One instructor specifically mentioned the challenges of acquiring
relevant high school information for older students.
Instructors also expressed concerns about the extent to which high school GPAs
are an accurate measure of students’ knowledge and skills. According to one English
instructor, “I've always been in favor of assessment because I'm a strong believer that
high school GPAs are overinflated. I've had students whose parents call me because
their top 10 graduate tested into developmental English, and I look at their work and I'm
like, yeah…” According to another, “we know in our own school district that different
high schools have different levels of standards, that a 2.0 at this school is not the same
in terms of rigor and expertise as a 2.0 in that school.” According to one math instructor,
discussing the common threshold of a 2.5 GPA to enter the college level course, “that’s
not even math, that’s just overall 2.5 GPA, it really doesn’t speak a lot, necessarily, to
your math background.” According to another, “you have no idea what their math
classes were…did they last take math as a sophomore, or did they go through pre-Calc
and Calc as a senior and did pretty well?” While most of the instructors discussing the
inaccuracy of GPAs were talking about them being inflated, one instructor was
concerned about GPAs underplacing students, saying “some of my best friends in high
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school, their GPAs were not good and they are some of the smartest people I know, and
have since become successful in whatever they're doing.”
A summary of the themes related to placement using multiple measures can be
found in Table 3.3.
Table 3.3 Themes Related to Multiple Measures Placement
Category
Advantages of multiple
measures placement
Disadvantages of multiple
measures placement

Themes
Holistic way of assessing students
Assesses non-cognitive attributes
More accurate placement
Challenging to collect measures, especially GPA
GPAs may be inflated

Guided Self-Placement
When discussing standardized test scores and MMP to place students, the
distinctions between the advantages and disadvantages of each method were more
definitive compared to the discussions about guided self-placement (GSP), where faculty
perspectives were more conflicting and nuanced. There was also an interesting duality
to participants’ responses where they would point out a positive aspect of GSP but then
almost immediately pivot to pointing out situations in which the opposite might occur.
This included numerous situations in which interviewees would talk about how students
will likely overplace themselves through GSP only to then start talking about how other
students would underplace themselves. Another example was an instructor who spoke
of how they liked GSP as an opportunity for students to assess their own skills and get
an informed start to the semester, but then noted that in the chaos of the onboarding
process, they did not think all students were “restfully and thoughtfully thinking about
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what their abilities are.” Several participants talked about how valuable it was to have
an initial conversation with students to help them make well informed choices about
their own placement only to then raise questions about who was having those
conversations and whether they were inappropriately guiding students. Other examples
will be shared throughout this reporting of findings on faculty perspectives on GSP.
This contrasting of the positive qualities of GSP with potential challenges may
have been due to the complexity of GSP compared to standardized test scores and
MMP. It may also have been because GSP was still very new to most of the
interviewees. All of the participants had either no experience with the process or limited
experience, largely as a result of the pandemic during which some colleges suspended
testing and shifted temporarily to GSP. Four of the interviewees spoke in detail about
their concerns about making sure they implemented GSP well. According to one English
instructor, “guided self-placement has been really difficult, because we want to do it
right…and to get it right is really challenging.” They later continued, “there's a lot of
uncertainty, and I don't know, I just feel like there's got to be a best way to do it. And as
much as I love academic freedom, sometimes I just want somebody to tell me what I'm
doing wrong.” According to one math instructor,
“Because it's new to the majority of us, we don't have it figured out yet. So
there's a learning curve, there’s going to be mistakes that get made along the
way. And you have to really keep assessing it and asking those questions, is this
good enough? Is this where we want to be?”
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Two of the interviewees were at colleges where GSP was being implemented
primarily as a conversation between the student and an advisor with very limited
structure to the process. According to one of these instructors, “I'm hoping to see
improvement for the next time we do this, because having it wishy washy for lack of a
better word, I just think it can be potentially very disastrous and very discouraging for
the students.” According to another instructor,
“They keep saying guided self-placement, but to be honest, Dawn, I don't even
know what they mean yet, or I don't think we know what we mean yet…and I
think a big con is if you don't know what you mean by guided self-placement, it's
really difficult to do, and the students don't understand.”
One of the advantages of GSP identified by the participants was the opportunity
to use the placement process to have early conversations with students about their
goals and to get them on a clear path. According to one English instructor,
“What I like about guided self-placement is that it has students thinking about
what their skills are and what they need to learn before they even enter a
course. It's almost like a little warm up for the semester, so they have some
expectations coming in of what they're going to be learning and sort of where
they stand and what they need to be able to do.” According to one math
instructor, “it is a little bit more of an educational piece for the student, not just
a spit out what you know.”
A couple of instructors also noted that GSP helped advisors have an early
conversation with students to clarify their goals, with one instructor noting the benefits
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of “an advisor having that conversation and saying, this is your major, here are your
goals, here are what the classes look like, broken down in a way that's different than
just what our catalog does.” This was especially helpful for ensuring students enrolled in
the correct math pathway. Several of the instructors talked about how students often
select the wrong course to take, and an initial conversation with advising as part of the
placement process could eliminate that issue.
Participants also liked that GSP “puts the onus on the student” and provides
them with an opportunity to take “ownership” of their education, getting them
“invested in their own academic journey,” “empowering the student to be an advocate
for themselves and have ownership in their own education path,” and raising their selfconfidence and sense of belonging. According to one instructor, “I think when you put
students in charge of their own business deciding the courses that they should be
taking, you help them build some self-esteem, self-confidence in their in their abilities.”
According to another, “I think no matter what you do, students are always going to be
placed incorrectly, and really, what we need to be addressing is doing it the way that's
going to allow students to take responsibility for that choice.”
Giving students the responsibility for placing themselves means trusting them to
make good decisions. According to one math instructor, “you are giving the student that
agency to be the ones to say, I know myself best.” Almost all of the participants felt that
students “are pretty aware of their deficiencies” and “know best if they have what it
takes to succeed.” However, another math instructor said, “the great advantage is
students will make informed decisions about their education…students know their
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limitations” while noting “a disadvantage of this is some students will still make the
wrong choice.” Participants noted that some faculty, including two of the interviewees,
were hesitant to trust students to make that final decision about placement. According
to one math instructor, “to say I trust this 18-year-old to make this decision, that takes
some head wrapping around.”
When discussing misplacement of students when using standardized test scores,
interviewees were primarily concerned with underplacement; conversely, they were
more concerned about overplacement when using multiple measures placement.
However, while acknowledging that other faculty at their college were primarily worried
about students placing themselves too high, almost all of the interviewees felt that both
underplacement and overplacement were a challenge with GSP, depending on the type
of student, their confidence levels, and how GSP is implemented. According to one
English instructor, “I think sometimes students undershoot their abilities and then there
are definitely students that overshoot their abilities.” In general, the consensus was that
older students would be more likely to underplace themselves due to a lack of
confidence and concerns about being out school for so long. According to one math
instructor,
“Those adult students, people have been out of school for a while, we still have
people who are terrified of math or even terrified of writing, for that matter. And
so they might want to take more of the entry level developmental
coursework…It’s the student's own self-perception, right? That'll be a big
determining factor on where they end up placing themselves.”
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An English instructor agreed, saying “I think the older you get, the more you realize
you’re probably a little rusty, but when you’re straight out of high school, you’re
thinking ‘I got this’.”
Most participants felt that younger students would be more likely to overplace
themselves due to overestimating their abilities. A couple of the interviewees
specifically pointed out the lack of alignment between high school and college and how
students might look at how they performed in high school and think that translates to
college. According to one math instructor, some students are “not really critically
thinking that you had only open book tests or you didn’t actually ever take a test, you
just did projects, and that’s not how it’s going to be here.” One English instructor also
mentioned the potential influence of parents on younger students who may encourage
them to avoid developmental courses that don’t count for credit, saying “I think parents
are going to play a role and say, ‘No, I’ll help you, you don’t need to take that class, we
can get you through’.”
Almost all of the participants discussed concerns about the ramifications of
overplacement. Several interviewees talked about faculty at their institutions being
“really worried about who’s going to show up in their classes” and concerns about
underprepared students and the impact on how the course is taught. However, a few of
the interviewees challenged this notion. According to one math instructor talking about
their colleagues who were resistant to GSP,
“They think it will lower their success rates…you know, if we have students that
should be in the [developmental course] that are placing themselves in the
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upper level, how am I supposed to get them where they need to go? And I'm
thinking to myself, well, I have students who can't do order of operations, but
we can still get them where they need to go.”
Three of the instructors directly referenced a return to the “right to fail”. One
math instructor recalled a time before mandatory assessment and placement, saying
“The issue I have with the guided self-placement is whether the decision is the
student’s in the end and what they say goes? Because we came from the idea
that they have the right to fail, that’s how it started way back in the day, and I
don’t want it to be that…I think that’s what a lot of us are afraid of who were
around back then.”
One math instructor, who felt there was more of a risk of students underplacing
themselves, said “there will be a handful of cases of students who [take the higher
course], that’s all right, we can deal with those and let students exercise their right of
failure if they make a foolish mistake.” Finally, one English instructor pointed to
students learning from the experience of misplacing themselves, saying,
“We've always said that we're a right to succeed and not a right to fail
institution, but they're paying for it…they're big girls and boys, they can
make their own decisions, only they know best if they have what it takes
to succeed. And there's also power in failure. Ok, so I'm supposed to take
the pre-algebra class…I'm going to try this one and I fail and OK, little selfrealization moment there.”
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One interesting and related issue that emerged was concerns that colleges might
need to protect themselves from backlash if students overplaced themselves and then
failed. According to one English instructor, faculty were concerned about students
asking for their money back if they failed the course, saying,
“Our worry then is that we almost feel like we have to protect ourselves. We're
talking about developing almost like a release statement students have to sign.
According to your scores and your GPA, whatever it looks like, you should be in
pre-algebra, but you want to take statistics, know that you may struggle and that
you're not going to get a tuition refund.”
Another English instructor spoke of implementing a similar process, saying,
“The tool that we're going to implement in the fall is just that if they opt into a
support course or out of a support course, they're going to have to fill out a
document sort of saying that we're not accountable so that they can't come back
and say, ‘You told me that I could succeed’.”
Another concern about large scale misplacement was that if students choose to
enroll in a higher-level course, this could put a strain on other services, particularly
tutoring. According to one English instructor, “there are some students who are saying,
‘No, I'm not going to take that support course, I'm just going to get a tutor right away.’
We cannot support two hundred students deciding that they're going to skip the
support course and get a tutor. We can't. We can't sustain that.” According to another
English instructor, faculty “have really good questions about how we’re going to support
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these students outside of the classroom with our writing center, with our tutoring
center.” They later returned to this issue saying,
“It does add to the teaching responsibility, too, because often the students who
could use the writing center the most are not the type of students who are going
to walk in and say, ‘Hey, I need help.’ And so, it really takes a lot of coaching. It
either takes a policy where everyone in the course must use the writing center,
which also feels kind of punitive or having instructors just walk students down
there…I mean, it's really labor intensive for instructors to make sure their
students are even seeking out the right supports.”
Although all of the interviewees were concerned about misplacement, to varying
degrees, most of them noted that the extent of misplacement was heavily dependent
upon how GSP was implemented; these two issues were inherently connected for most
of the interviewees who generally spoke first of concerns about misplacement and then
how misplacement can emerge from different ways in which GSP is implemented.
According to one math instructor, “I really think that guided self-placement is only as
good as how it is implemented.” In particular, interviewees were concerned about what
information is being provided to students, how it is communicated, and who is guiding
students through the process.
Concerns about the information being provided to students played into the
discussion about trusting students to make good decisions about placement, because
the GSP process depends on students being provided with appropriate information so
that they can make well informed decisions. According to one math instructor,
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“The faculty have to be able to first trust the student and then second, they have
to be able to narrow down the core information [to give] to a student before
they sign up for this class, both content wise and expectation wise, and then
trust that they've given the student enough information to make the decision.”
One English instructor agreed, saying “we need to trust ourselves; we need to trust that
we are the best people to get our students to choose the right class.”
The issue of how to best communicate about GSP with students was another
challenge identified by several of the interviewees. According to one English instructor,
“I think where and how they administer the guided self-placement is so
important because ours is in the dumbest location [on the website]…so I'm
wondering how many students actually are using it to choose their course or if
they're just doing the free for all version of reading the descriptions and picking
one.”
According to a math instructor, “we have to give them enough information about what
we're offering, about the options we're offering, so they understand it. Because if
students don't understand what's in front of them, they're not going to make an
informed decision.” According to another, “the only concern about guided selfplacement for me is you’ve got to give students something that is easy to follow, easy to
read, easy to understand. Don't make it too complicated for students to make an
informed decision.”
Several participants spoke of the importance of having faculty involved in the
GSP process, as they are the ones most familiar with the courses into which students are
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placing themselves. According to one interviewee, “I think if you can get an English
faculty person in front of them, helping them make those choices, I think that’s great.”
However, one challenge with increasing faculty involvement is that many faculty are not
available in the summer when placement advising often occurs. Instead, at most of the
interviewees’ colleges that had GSP, advisors facilitated the GSP process, which also
introduced challenges in terms of staff time needed to have personal conversations with
every incoming student and in terms of how advisors are trained. According to one
instructor, “you have to have enough people, enough resources, to really spend some
time with those students so they understand.” Another interviewee said, “I think that's
one of the difficulties of the guided self-placement is how are those advisors being
trained, what is the information that they’re giving students, and then is there
consistency?” Several participants were concerned about advisors influencing students’
decisions during the GSP process, particularly guiding students towards enrolling in the
college level course without the co-requisite support course. One instructor shared,
“We had an advising meeting last week and out of everybody at the table,
nobody had a student to opt out of [the support course] except for one
adviser…but I'm concerned because that person also seems to have a very
different philosophy than we do. So, I don't know if they are getting the tough
cases or they're just informing students in a way that's different.”
They later continued, “I'm worried about the advising for the guided self-placement,
because maybe some advisors are just being trained to put them in a certain pathway or
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they'll make students feel like they're going to be OK if they don't take that support
course, especially for math.”
A summary of the themes related to placement using guided self-placement can
be found in Table 3.4.
Table 3.4 Themes Related to the Placement Using Guided Self-Placement
Category
Advantages of guided selfplacement
Disadvantages of guided selfplacement

Themes
Early conversations with students
Student ownership of their education
Misplacement (both over and under)
Protect against backlash if students fail
Stress on other support systems
Implementation is complex
What information is provided to students
How it is communicated
Who is guiding students through the process

Faculty Perspectives on the Best Way to Assess and Place Students
After discussing the overall goals of assessment and placement along with the
advantages and disadvantages of using standardized test stores, multiple measures
placement, and guided self-placement to place students, participants were asked what
they felt was the best way to assess and place students. Interestingly, responses often
reflected a limited understanding of how GSP can be implemented. In particular, four
English instructors and two math instructors indicated that they thought that a
combination of multiple measures placement and guided self-placement was the best
method, with several identifying MMP as the best method but then proceeding to
describe GSP. A robust implementation of guided self-placement already incorporates
multiple measures, with the addition of student choice and autonomy. In the words of
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one English instructor, “we have put multiple measures in the hands of students.”
However, most of the participants either did not work at colleges with GSP or worked at
colleges that had implemented GSP in a way that did not incorporate measures like
grades or test scores into the process. This was reflected in the answers of these six
instructors who provided responses like the following: “multiple measures I like the
best, and I’m OK with it being the student’s decision, because they’re adults”; “a
combination of multiple measures with guided self-placement, I really think that’s the
answer”; “I like the idea of the guided self-placement, and I also like the idea of sort of
the multiple measures”; and “I’m up even for trusting students to tell us where they
want to place in addition to those multiple measures, so I’m in favor of putting
everything on the table and allow students to pick.”
Two math instructors identified GSP as the best method, without also
referencing MMP. However, after saying “I think guided self-placement is the way to
go,” one of these instructors made the interesting point that the best method could
depend on the characteristics of the particular faculty at a college. According to this
instructor, if faculty were not willing to adjust their teaching to accommodate a wider
range of student skills in the classroom, placement using standardized test scores or
multiple measures might be better to ensure students have the necessary foundational
skills; however, if faculty are more flexible and able to differentiate instruction, guided
self-placement would be best.
Only two of the interviewees did not indicate guided self-placement as a
preferred method. One math instructor felt that MMP was the best method but was
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uncomfortable with the use of overall GPA as the primary measure, preferring to use
math grades. And one English instructor said, “I think multiple measures with better
base level advising is the winning combination,” and discussed the importance of
involving faculty advisors in the process.
Faculty acknowledged both the importance of choosing the right placement
method and lamented the idea that “there’s no way to get it perfect.” According to one
instructor, “placement is, I think, more important that most people ever give it credit
for.” According to another, “it speaks to how complicated this thing called education is,
because everybody seems to be looking for the right fit, where you don’t have to spend
too much time and it’s really accurate. Well, I don’t think you can do that.” One
instructor was frustrated with what they saw as constantly changing policies, saying,
“we’ve had so many different methods of placing students, and there’s always
something wrong with each of them.” As one instructor shared,
“I feel like we're searching for the holy grail. I feel like that's always my mission,
to figure out the path, the curriculum, the placement, all of it, that works best
for our students so that they are where they need to be, so that they get the
skills that they need to have, so they go on to the next course and succeed, so
that they graduate, and then that they go into the workforce and they
demonstrate all of those skills. But I don't know if that's going to ever happen.
But that being said, I don't think that we can give up. I think it's just constantly
playing and playing and playing and tweaking and trying to do what works best.”
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The Role of Educational Philosophy
Although I did not explicitly ask interview participants about their educational
philosophies, discussions of philosophy came up organically in several interviews. In one
interview, as soon as I asked about the goals of assessment and placement, the math
instructor responded, “philosophically or logistically?” They felt that, philosophically,
“the jump from a standardized test to multiple measures is not as large as multiple
measures to guided self-placement.” They saw changes in placement policies at their
institution as a progression from a very narrow perspective of a student being just a
placement test score to using multiple measures to look “more at the whole picture of
what a student is” and “guided self-placement is the next level of that.” They explained,
“When we went to multiple measures, we were saying ‘We know that you are
more than a test score,’ but it was still we know…guided self-placement is the
only time where the student gets to decide instead of we deciding for them, and
I think that's important because it's just one of the many important decisions
they're going to have to make in their lives.”
Later in the interview they shared that some faculty were “scared of giving the student
that power” and said,
“People haven’t been forced to actually reflect on their own philosophy, and
where does this fear of student autonomy come from? Like, why do you feel
that? I really feel deep down, it's because they still view students as a vessel. I
am filling them up with knowledge, instead of the student bringing their own
experiences and themselves as a contributing member of this class.”
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One English instructor felt that “the goal is the same, but maybe the philosophy
behind the goal is different.” They then discussed how, although the goal of A&P might
be to put students in a course where they can succeed, the choice in placement method
“has a lot to do with our belief system about how and why students succeed.” For
example, relying on a standardized test score reflects the belief that tests are an easy
and concrete way to assess the knowledge needed to be successful, but multiple
measures placement is “based on the student having proven former success…and
they’re probably going to be successful right now if they’ve been successful in the past”
because GPAs can measure success skills beyond what can be measured on a
standardized test. Then, guided self-placement trusts students to know if they have
what it takes to succeed.
Philosophical issues also came up in discussions about how guided selfplacement requires faculty to identify the knowledge and skills needed to be successful
in each course in order to help guide the students in making an informed placement
decision. One math instructor talked about how the math department “philosophically
is so much more closely aligned,” in terms of what they expect from students and the
consistency of the student experience, compared to English where
“They’re all concentrating on different things just based on what they think is the
most important. You could take seven beginning level English classes, and
they’re all completely different. So how can they even say what’s the most
important to be successful in their class, when they can’t even agree on what
they should be teaching?”
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One math instructor addressed philosophy in a discussion about the need to
consider the underlying rationale for a variety of developmental education reforms.
They talked about colleges seeing students as “raw product inputs” of a manufacturing
process where “you churn them through the assembly line, and you produce a fully
formed graduate ready to go” and how traditional models of placement and
developmental education fit that perspective. They felt that “it’s really key for
leadership at the colleges to not force the change, but ask the really good philosophical
questions about what’s the real problem?” They later continued, “It’s asking those
probing questions, those challenging questions, to get at the philosophy of why it is we
do what we do…because I think if we’re tinkering all the time with structures…it’s just
changing policies without people really believing it.” They came back to this topic again
later in the interview saying, “It goes back to the whole philosophy, right? I mean, that
should be the root of all the conversations, because if you're just changing one little
thing, it's retrofitting, right? It's not going to make that much of a difference unless you
look at how they all work together.”
Based on findings from the interviews with community college math and English
faculty, I developed and administered a survey instrument designed to evaluate the
social validity of assessment and placement practices by asking faculty about their
perceptions of standardized placement tests, multiple measures placement, and guided
self-placement. Findings from this survey will be discussed in Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 4
QUANTITATIVE METHODS AND RESULTS
In the first stage of this mixed methods study, I conducted semi-structured
interviews. These interviews served two purposes: to qualitatively explore community
college math and English faculty’s perspectives on assessment and placement (A&P) and
to elicit information that could be used in the development of a survey instrument to
gather quantitative information from a larger sample of faculty. Findings from these
interviews were discussed in Chapter 3. In this chapter, I focus on the quantitative stage
of the study, discussing the development and administration of the survey instrument
and the findings that emerged. In Chapter 5, I will integrate findings from both stages to
answer my research questions.
Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis Methods
The survey instrument that was used in the quantitative stage of this study was
developed after the first phase of qualitative analysis, prior to the more in-depth
thematic coding using template analysis. In the first phase of qualitative analysis, I
listened to the recordings for each interview and completed a debriefing form; these
forms included my notes summarizing interviewees’ responses to the main protocol
questions along with ideas for survey items and response options. I used these notes,
along with a review of the literature, to develop a survey designed to explore the social
validity of A&P methods; I also drew upon my experience working with community
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colleges and interacting with community college practitioners to develop a survey that
was as comprehensive as possible.
Because this was an observational study seeking to explore a new topic that is
largely unexplored in the literature, I focused my analysis methods primarily on
descriptive statistics, with limited inferential statistics; rather than testing any
hypotheses, inferential analysis focused on estimating population parameters from my
sample data. In this section, I discuss the structure of the survey instrument, the data
collection process, participant characteristics, reliability analysis, and my methods for
analyzing the survey responses.
Instrument
The survey instrument includes five main sections; one section asking about the
overall goals of assessment and placement; three sections assessing the social validity of
the three different A&P methods being studied; and one section focused on
philosophies of adult education. The first section includes three items asking about the
goals of A&P. A list of ten possible goals was identified based on a review of the
literature and findings from the targeted analysis of the qualitative interviews with
faculty. One close-ended item asked respondents to identify all of the items from a list
that they felt should be the goal(s) of A&P. Another close-ended item asked them to
identify what they felt was the one most important goal. Several of the response
options directly aligned with themes that emerged from the interviews, including
determining if students have the necessary knowledge and skills; placing students into a
class that is not too hard and not too easy; creating homogenous classes; and
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maximizing college level placement. Other response options were mentioned in the
interviews but did not rise to the level of a theme, including addressing equity gaps,
maximizing course pass rates, placing students where they are most likely to be
successful, identifying affective issues, and giving students autonomy and choice. I also
included response options about predicting course success and maximizing the
percentage of students who pass the college level course; these are a primary focus of
the literature on placement reform and often are discussed as reasons for changing
placement methods in my conversations with community college practitioners. Finally,
one open-ended item asked respondents to identify any additional goals of A&P that
were not included in the list.
The next three sections of the survey focus on assessing the social validity of
each of the three A&P methods being studied: standardized placement test scores,
multiple measures placement, and guided self-placement. Following Wolf’s (1978) social
validity framework, survey items were designed to focus on faculty perspectives on the
three domains of goals, procedures, and outcomes. Survey items related to social
validity were designed based on a review of the literature, analysis of data from the
qualitative phase, and my personal history of talking with community college
practitioners about their experiences with developmental education reform. Similar to
previous studies of social validity that utilized a quantitative instrument, each of these
three survey sections consists of a set of Likert items asking respondents to indicate the
extent to which they agree or disagree with statements about A&P methods.
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I used a four-point Likert scale (1-strongly disagree, 2-disagree, 3-agree, 4strongly agree) to discriminate between stronger and weaker levels of agreement or
disagreement (Johnson & Morgan, 2016). A total of 13 items were included to assess
the social validity of standardized placement tests, 12 items were included to assess the
social validity of multiple measures placement, and 15 items were included to assess the
social validity of guided self-placement. Although most of the items in each set were
tailored to specifically address each method of A&P, four items were included in all
three sets; these include statements about whether the placement method is designed
to achieve what they think should be the goal of A&P, whether the resources required
for each method are reasonable, whether it is easy to place students using that method,
and whether the method results in the appropriate placement for each student.
Following the three sets of social validity items, two open-ended items ask respondents
to share what they think would be the best way to assess and place students and any
additional thoughts about placement.
The next section of the survey focuses on philosophies of adult education. This
section includes five items designed to explore faculty’s alignment with behaviorist,
humanistic, liberal, progressive, and radical adult education philosophies. The purpose
of these items is to compare respondents’ educational philosophies to their
perspectives on the social validity of the three assessment and placement methods. As
Schwartz and Baer (1991) note, assessing social validity is important to learn not only
whether an intervention is liked or disliked, but also why it is liked or disliked. Also, as
discussed in Chapter 2, people may feel more positively about interventions that align
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with their own values and teaching philosophies (Harrison et al., 2013; Ogilvie &
McCrudden, 2017; Rademaker et al., 2021). This set of items was adapted from the
Philosophy of Adult Education Inventory (Zinn, 1990), with a focus on items that capture
perspectives on the purpose of adult education, the role of the student, and the role of
the instructor. Similar to the PAEI, each item begins with an open-ended statement,
such as “my primary role as an educator of adults is,” followed by five response options,
each corresponding to one of the five philosophical orientations. However, unlike the
PAEI, which requires respondents to rate each of the five responses using a 7-point
Likert scale, resulting in a longer survey, I instead used rank order items that ask
respondents to rank the responses in order of their agreement with each educational
philosophy.
Finally, the instrument includes a limited number of demographic items including
gender, race/ethnicity, content area, levels of coursework taught, and years of
experience teaching in higher education. Although analysis was not conducted based on
college, respondents were also asked to identify their institution so that I could assess
the extent to which responses were distributed across the state and across institutions
of different sizes and student demographics.
A draft of the survey instrument was reviewed by three subject matter experts in
survey development and three subject matter experts in developmental education.
Revisions were made to the draft survey based on reviewers’ feedback. These revisions
focused primarily on small changes to wording, such as changing “their success” to
“student success” and “barriers” to “challenges” along with changes to clarify meaning,
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such as adding “in college coursework” to the statement “high school GPAs are a good
assessment of the non-cognitive skills students need to be successful” and expanding
“high school GPAs are often inflated” to “high school GPAs are often inflated, so they
are not a good indicator of students’ knowledge and skills.”
Based on feedback from one of the subject matter experts in developmental
education, I also made one small, but important, change to the language in one of the
adult education philosophy items which were drawn from the Philosophy of Adult
Education Inventory (Zinn, 1990). The item referenced learning situations that are “fairly
structured with clear learning objectives.” The reviewer pointed out that today,
particularly within the context of developmental education, the word fairly would likely
be interpreted as equally or equitably, which was not the intent of the item; they
suggested changing the language from “fairly structured” to “relatively structured,”
which I did.
I also changed the statement “GSP is a return to the ‘right to fail’” to “GSP is a
return to the ‘right to fail’ (aka ‘sink or swim’)”; the reviewers who were experts in
survey development but not community colleges were unfamiliar with the phrase right
to fail, which is very common in community college parlance. In case newer faculty
members taking the survey were also not familiar with this language, I clarified that this
phrase is similar to the idea of sink or swim.
One item asking about years of experience in higher education was changed
from a multiple-choice item, with ranges of years, to an open-ended item, so that
respondents could enter a numeric value. The item “students don’t take placement
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tests seriously and do not prepare for them” was restructured into two items after two
of the developmental education subject matter experts indicated that not taking tests
seriously and not preparing for them might be related, but they reflect two different
behaviors that should be addressed separately. Finally, to reduce the length of the
survey, three open ended questions, each asking respondents to share any additional
thoughts about each of the three assessment and placement methods were removed,
as there was already a general question asking if they had any additional thoughts about
assessment and placement.
Next, I pilot tested the survey with five faculty members who participated in the
interview process and made additional revisions. These revisions focused on adjusting
wording to make the verbiage less stringent, including: changing “students” to “many
students" when asking about whether student prepare for placement tests or take
placement tests seriously; changing “most students” to “many students” when asking
about whether students would place themselves too high or too low with guided selfplacement; and adding the word “generally” to the statements “high school GPAs are
generally a good assessment of the non-cognitive skills students need”, “high school
GPAs are generally a good reflection of the math/composition knowledge and skills
students need,” and “students are generally capable of making well informed choices
about their own placement.”
The final survey consists of 20 questions and is included in Appendix C. Apart
from the demographic questions, responses were required for all items to ensure I was
able to calculate sum scores for social validity and adult education philosophies.
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Participants and Data Collection
The survey was administered online using Alchemer survey software
(https://www.alchemer.com). I received assistance from the state’s student success
center to disseminate the survey link to math and English faculty at all community
colleges in the state. To bolster the response rate, the student success center sent two
reminder emails. In appreciation for their assistance in facilitating survey administration,
I produced a report of descriptive analysis from the survey findings. I also asked
interview participants to share the link at their own institutions. In the last week of
survey administration, I searched the websites for the colleges that currently did not
have any responses and directly emailed the link to faculty whose email addresses were
publicly available. Data collection took place over five weeks in March and April of 2022.
A total of 107 math and English instructors from 24 community colleges
completed the survey; responses were received from 86% of the community colleges in
the state. A slight majority of respondents (56%) taught English, while 44% taught math.
Respondents included those who taught English composition (50%), English literature
(24%), reading (8%), integrated reading and writing (18%), Algebra/Calculus (40%),
statistics (20%), quantitative reasoning/liberal arts math (21%), and career and technical
math (7%). Almost half of the respondents (46%) taught stand-alone developmental
courses, 47% taught co-requisite support courses, and 88% taught college level courses.
A slight majority (55%) taught both college level and developmental or co-requisite
courses; 33% only taught college level courses, and 12% only taught developmental or
co-requisite courses. Respondents ranged in experience from one to 37 years spent
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teaching in higher education, with a mean of 19 years. The majority of respondents
identified as female (65%), 33% identified as male, 1% identified as non-binary, and 1%
preferred to self-identify. The majority of respondents identified as white (89%), while
4% identified as Black or African American, 2% as Native American or Alaskan Native, 1%
as Hispanic or Latino, and 1% as Asian. Complete results can be found in Table 4.1.
Table 4.1 Survey Participants
Variable

Level

N

%

Subject area*

English/Reading

60

56%

English Composition

54

50%

English Literature

26

24%

9

8%

19

18%

47

44%

Algebra/Calculus

43

40%

Statistics

21

20%

Quantitative Reasoning/Liberal Arts Math

22

21%

8

7%

Developmental courses

49

46%

Co-requisite support courses

50

47%

College-level courses

94

88%

Female

69

65%

Male

35

33%

Non-binary

1

1%

Self-identified

1

1%

Asian

1

1%

Black or African American

4

4%

Hispanic or Latino

1

1%

Native American/Alaskan Native

2

2%

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

0

0%

95

89%

5

5%

Reading
Integrated Reading and Writing
Math

Career and Technical Math
Level of
coursework*
Gender

Race/Ethnicity*

White
Self-identified
* Respondents were able to select multiple response options.
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Reliability
I assessed the internal consistency of the survey instrument by calculating
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, with a goal of alpha greater than 0.70 (Crocker & Algina,
1986; Johnson & Morgan, 2016). I also assessed the reliability of the social validity items
overall and within each of the three A&P methods. Finally, I assessed the validity of the
adult education philosophy items overall and within each of the five philosophies. The
full survey consisted of 65 items and had very good reliability (α = 0.87). The social
validity scale had 40 items and also demonstrated very good reliability (α = 0.87). Each
of the social validity subscales were also found to be highly reliable, with Cronbach’s
alphas ranging from 0.83 to 0.85. The adult education philosophy scale had 25 items and
demonstrated good reliability (α = 0.76). However, each of the adult education
philosophy subscales had unacceptable reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
ranging from 0.41 to 0.52. Complete results can be found in Table 4.2, and individual
item statistics can be found in Appendix D.
Table 4.2 Reliability of Scales and Subscales
Scale

N

Items

Cronbach’s alpha

95% CI

Overall

107

65

0.87

0.81, 0.89

Social validity scale

107

40

0.87

0.83, 0.90

Standardized placement test subscale

107

13

0.85

0.80, 0.89

Multiple measures placement subscale

107

12

0.85

0.80, 0.89

Guided self-placement subscale

107

15

0.83

0.78, 0.87

107

25

0.76

0.69, 0.82

Behaviorist subscale

107

5

0.41

0.22, 0.57

Humanistic subscale

107

5

0.45

0.27, 0.60

Liberal subscale

107

5

0.50

0.33, 0.63

Progressive subscale

107

5

0.33

0.11, 0.51

Radical subscale

107

5

0.52

0.36, 0.65

Adult education philosophy scale
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Analysis Methods
There is a robust debate in the literature regarding the misuse of p-values and
statistical significance. This debate is outside of the scope of this study, but because this
is an exploratory observational study in which I am not intending to test or prove a
claim, I have chosen to follow the recommendation of Wasserstein et al. (2019)
regarding the use of the phrase statistically significant and its variants, such as asterisks
indicating statistically significant values in a table. I have avoided the dichotomization of
p-values and the comparison of p-values to pre-established alpha levels; thus, I have not
emphasized findings that meet a particular significance threshold, and I do not make
any references to statistical significance. Instead, I have provided p-values presented as
continuous values to the third decimal place. Because I am not conducting null
hypothesis statistical testing, I have not conducted power analysis (Cumming, 2012;
Cumming, 2014). I have focused on calculating descriptive statistics, effect sizes in the
form of correlation coefficients and differences in group means, and confidence
intervals to estimate the precision of those effect sizes (Cumming, 2012; Cumming,
2014; Wilkinson et al., 1999).
Because I am using a non-probabilistic sample, inferential data will be inherently
limited (Fricker et al., 2019) and can only generalize to the population represented by
the sample of faculty who chose to complete my survey. Although survey responses
were received from almost all of the community colleges in the state, there was likely
self-selection bias in terms of who did and did not choose to complete the survey; thus, I
cannot be sure whether respondents are representative of all community college math
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and English faculty in the state or beyond. However, I do not suspect that there is
anything unique about the faculty of this state that would limit the generalization of my
findings to community colleges across the rest of the country.
To help answer my first three research questions about faculty perspectives on
the goals, processes, and outcomes of A&P methods, I calculated descriptive statistics
for the two close-ended items asking about the goals of A&P and the three sets of Likert
items asking about the social validity of standardized placement tests, multiple
measures placement, and guided self-placement. These statistics included frequencies
and percentages for all response options and measures of central tendency and
variance, including means, medians, and standard deviations, for all Likert items.
I also calculated social validity scores for each of the three A&P methods by
creating sum scores based on adding the responses for the social validity items (strongly
disagree = 1, disagree = 2, agree = 3, strongly agree = 4). Social validity items that
indicated a negative quality of the placement method (i.e., “computerized placement
testing creates challenges for some students that may result in inaccurate test scores”)
were reverse coded before the scores were calculated; this ensured that higher social
validity scores indicated more positive perspectives on that placement method. I divided
each sum score by the total possible points to produce social validity scores that were
all on a 100-point scale, for ease of comparison. Social validity scores ranged from 25 to
100 possible points. Each respondent thus has a social validity score for placement tests,
a social validity score for MMP, and a social validity score for GSP that represent how
positively they perceive the goals, implementation, and outcomes of that placement
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method. I calculated descriptive statistics for these social validity scores, including
measures of central tendency and variance.
I also calculated 95% confidence intervals to provide an estimate of the mean
social validity scores in the population represented by my sample. The conditions for
calculating confidence intervals for a mean include having an independent random
sample and normally distributed population, or sufficiently large sample size to invoke
the Central Limit Theorem (Cumming, 2012). Because my sample was not randomly
selected, I can only make inferences to whatever population is represented by my
sample. My sample size is 107, which exceeds the threshold of n = 30, so I can assume
that the sampling distribution is normally distributed (Urdan, 2010) and proceed with
calculating my confidence intervals. However, because I do not know the standard
deviation of my population, I will need to use my sample standard deviation as an
estimate and use the t distribution in my calculation of the margin of error, instead of
the z distribution (Cumming, 2012).
To examine the possible relationships between faculty perspectives on the three
different placement methods, I examined the correlations between the three social
validity scores. Because the social validity scores were based on ordinal items, I have
used Spearman’s rho (Johnson & Morgan, 2016) to calculate correlation coefficients.
Even under conditions where using the parametric Pearson’s r is appropriate, the
nonparametric Spearman’s rho has an asymptotic relative efficiency (ARE) of 0.912
(Conover, 1980). The conditions for Spearman’s rho are that the data are at least ordinal
in scale, and there are no assumptions related to the distribution of the variables
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(Ruscio, 2008). Unlike parametric Pearson’s r, which measures a linear relationship,
nonparametric Spearman’s rho measures a monotonic relationship, so it is less
restrictive. I have interpreted correlation coefficients between 0.1 and 0.3 as small or
weak, between 0.3 and 0.5 as moderate, and above 0.5 as strong (Corder & Foreman,
2014). The effect sizes for the relationships among the three social validity scores, as
measured by Spearman’s rho, were supplemented by calculating 95% confidence
intervals for the correlation coefficients to assess the precision of my point estimates.
To help answer my fourth research question about the relationship between
perspectives on the three methods of A&P and educational philosophies, I calculated
descriptive statistics for the five items asking about adult education philosophies,
including frequencies and percentages for all response options. I also calculated adult
education philosophy scores for each of the philosophies by creating sum scores based
on adding the rank orderings of responses on each of the five items (first place = 5,
second place = 4, third place = 3, fourth place = 2, fifth place = 1). Thus, each respondent
has a score for the behaviorist, humanistic, liberal, progressive, and radical adult
education philosophy; scores ranged from 5 to 25 possible points; higher scores indicate
greater alignment with that philosophy. I then analyzed the adult education philosophy
scores using the same methods I used on the social validity scores. This included
calculating the following: descriptive statistics for each score, including measures of
central tendency and variance; 95% confidence intervals to estimate the mean scores in
the population represented by my sample; correlations between the adult education
philosophy scores to see how the philosophical orientations relate to each other, using
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Spearman’s rho due to the rank order level of the underlying survey items; and 95%
confidence intervals for the correlations between the philosophy scores to estimate the
correlations in the population represented by my sample.
Finally, I examined the relationship between the adult education philosophy
scores and the social validity scores to see whether there was a relationship between
educational philosophy and perspectives on the different methods of A&P. I again used
Spearman’s rho, due to the ordinal level of measurement for the underlying items for
both the philosophy scores and the social validity scores. I also calculated 95%
confidence intervals to estimate the correlation coefficients in the population
represented by my sample.
To help answer my fifth research question about the extent to which the
perceptions of community college math and English faculty differ, I compared the
descriptive statistics for the responses from math faculty to the responses from English
faculty. For all comparisons, I treated English faculty as the reference group;
consequently, positive differences indicate that more English faculty selected a response
or that English faculty had a higher mean score, depending on the type of item. For the
two items asking about the goals of A&P, I calculated the percentage of math faculty
and the percentage of English faculty who selected each response option and calculated
the difference between the two percentages.
For the three sets of Likert items assessing the social validity of each placement
method, the social validity scores, and the adult education philosophy scores, I
calculated mean scores for math faculty and mean scores for English faculty. I then
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calculated the differences between the two means. Following the recommendations of
Baguley (2009), I relied on a simple effect size, reporting the difference in means for
each item, rather than a standardized effect size such as Cohen’s d. One advantage of
using a simple effect size is that the unit of analysis is more meaningful and
interpretable (Baguley, 2009; Cumming; 2014; Tukey, 1969). As an applied researcher
and evaluator, I want my research to be accessible for community college practitioners
who are likely to understand a simple difference in means but who may be less familiar
with the interpretation of standardized effect size measures (Baguley, 2009).
I also supplemented these simple effect sizes by calculating 95% confidence
intervals for the differences in group means to assess the precision of my point
estimates. As discussed previously, the assumptions for confidence intervals for means
include normality and independence; when calculating confidence intervals for the
difference in group means, these assumptions must hold for both groups. My samples of
math and English faculty are independent with no overlaps between the two groups;
however, they were not randomly sampled, so I can only make inferences to the
population represented by the two groups in my sample. There were 60 English faculty
and 47 math faculty in the study; both sample sizes exceed 30, thus under the Central
Limit Theorem, I considered the sample size sufficiently large to calculate confidence
intervals (Urdan, 2010). Again, I will use the t distribution instead of the z distribution
because I do not know the standard deviation of the population (Cumming, 2012).
Finally, I conducted Mann-Whitney tests to assess the differences between the
two groups. The Mann-Whitney test is the nonparametric equivalent of the parametric

114

t-test; although de Winter and Dodou (2010) found the parametric t-test to be
comparable to the non-parametric Mann-Whitney test for larger sample sizes and for
non-normal data, I have chosen to use the nonparametric test due to the ordinal nature
of the data. Even under conditions where using the parametric independent samples ttest is appropriate, the nonparametric Mann-Whitney test has an asymptotic relative
efficiency of 0.955 (Conover, 1980). The conditions for conducting a Mann-Whitney test
include the following: a dependent variable that is at least ordinal; an independent
dichotomous independent variable; and random, independent observations (Conover,
1980; Corder & Foreman, 2014; Johnson & Morgan, 2016). My dependent variables
consist of ordinal items and continuous social validity scores and adult education
philosophy scores that are based on sums of those ordinal items. My independent
variable is subject, with two groups (math and English). My observations are
independent in that there are no overlaps between the two groups; however, because
they were not randomly selected, I can only infer to the population represented by my
sample, not necessarily the entire population of community college math and English
faculty. There is also a fourth assumption of the Mann-Whitney test which affects how
the results are interpreted (Conover, 1980). If the distribution of the two groups is
similar, Mann-Whitney is a test of the difference in population means; however, if the
distributions of the two groups is different, it is a test of differences in the distribution
of the two populations. To determine whether the distribution of the two groups was
sufficiently similar, I examined visual displays of the density plots and also conducted
Levene’s tests to assess homogeneity of variance.
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Survey Findings
Results from the survey are discussed below, including findings related to faculty
perspectives on the goals of A&P in general; the goals, implementation, and outcomes
of placement using standardized placement test scores, multiple measures placement,
and guided self-placement; the best method for assessing and placing students; and
philosophies of adult education. All closed response survey items were required, so
there are a total of 107 responses for each item discussed in this chapter.
Faculty Perspectives on the Goals of Assessment and Placement
Prior to being asked questions specific to each of the three assessment and
placement methods being studied, respondents were asked about the overarching goals
of A&P. One item provided a list of ten possible goals, based on a review of the
literature and responses from the interview phase, and asked respondents to select all
of the options they felt should be the goal of A&P. Another item asked them to select
the most important goal of A&P from the same list.
When allowed to select multiple responses, the two most commonly selected
goals for A&P were to determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge
and skills needed for the course into which they are placed (81%) and to place students
into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where they can be challenged but still
be successful (71%). All other response options were selected by fewer than half of the
respondents. The least commonly selected goals were to create more homogeneous
classes, so the instructor doesn't have to teach to a wide variety of skill levels (13%) and
to get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible (14%).
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Interestingly, considering the focus in the literature on predictive validity, only 25% of
the respondents indicated that predicting course success should be a goal of A&P.
Complete responses can be found in Table 4.3.
Table 4.3 Faculty Perspectives on the Goals of A&P
Which of the following do you think should be the goal(s) of assessment and
placement? (Select all that apply.)

N

%

To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and skills needed
for the course into which they are placed

87

81%

To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where they can
be challenged but still be successful

76

71%

To place students in the class where they are most likely to be successful

48

45%

To address equity gaps

39

36%

To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take and what
supports they need

38

36%

To identify and address affective issues (i.e. study skills, motivation, time
management)

36

34%

To predict success in the course into which students are placed

27

25%

To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level course

26

24%

To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible

15

14%

To create more homogeneous classes so the instructor doesn't have to teach to a
wide variety of skill levels

14

13%

To compare differences in perspectives between math and English faculty
regarding the goals of A&P, I examined the percentage of faculty who selected each of
the response options. The two most commonly selected goals for A&P for both math
and English faculty were to determine whether a student has the foundational
knowledge and skills needed for the course into which they are placed (81% math, 82%
English) and to place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where
they can be challenged but still be successful (79% math, 65% English). There was a
greater than ten percentage point difference in math and English faculty responses on
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the following goals of assessment and placement: to place students into a class that is
not too hard and not too easy, where they can be challenged but still be successful (79%
math, 65% English); to predict success in the course into which students are placed (32%
math, 20% English); and to maximize the percentage of students who pass the college
level course (30% math, 20% English). Complete responses can be found in Table 4.4.
Table 4.4 Math and English Faculty Perspectives on the Goals of A&P
Which of the following do you think should be the goal(s) of
assessment and placement?

English

Math

Difference

(n=60)

(n=47)

(E-M)

To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and
skills needed for the course into which they are placed

82%

81%

1%

To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy,
where they can be challenged but still be successful

65%

79%

-14%

To place students in the class where they are most likely to be
successful

42%

49%

-7%

To address equity gaps

40%

32%

8%

To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take
and what supports they need

33%

38%

-5%

To identify and address affective issues (i.e. study skills, motivation,
time management)

35%

32%

3%

To predict success in the course into which students are placed

20%

32%

-12%

To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level
course

20%

30%

-10%

To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as
possible

17%

11%

6%

To create more homogeneous classes so the instructor doesn't have
to teach to a wide variety of skill levels

10%

17%

-7%

When asked to select the most important goal of assessment and placement, the
most common responses were to determine whether a student has the foundational
knowledge and skills needed for the course into which they are placed (33%), to place
students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where they can be challenged
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but still be successful (27%), and to place students in the class where they are most
likely to be successful (21%). All other response options were selected by fewer than
10% of the respondents. None of the respondents indicated that the most important
goal of A&P was to create more homogeneous classes or to identify and address
affective issues (i.e., study skills, motivation, time management). Complete responses
can be found in Table 4.5.
Table 4.5 Faculty Perspectives on the Most Important Goal of A&P
Which of the following do you think is the most important goal of assessment and
placement?

N

%

To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and skills needed
for the course into which they are placed

35

33%

To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where they can
be challenged but still be successful

29

27%

To place students in the class where they are most likely to be successful

23

21%

To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take and what
supports they need

8

7%

To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible

4

4%

To address equity gaps

4

4%

To predict success in the course into which students are placed

2

2%

To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level course

2

2%

To create more homogeneous classes so the instructor doesn't have to teach to a
wide variety of skill levels

0

0%

To identify and address affective issues (i.e., study skills, motivation, time
management)

0

0%

107

100%

Total

To compare differences in perspectives between math and English faculty
regarding the most important goal of assessment and placement, I examined the
percentage of faculty who selected each of the response options. Math and English
faculty selected the same three goals as the most important: to determine whether a
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student has the foundational knowledge and skills needed for the course into which
they are placed (32% math, 33% English), to place students into a class that is not too
hard and not too easy, where they can be challenged but still be successful (30% math,
25% English), and to place students in the class where they are most likely to be
successful (23% math, 20% English). Differences between math and English faculty
perspectives on the most important goal of A&P were minimal; the largest difference
was seen in the percentage of faculty indicating that the most important goal of A&P is
to address equity gaps (0% math, 7% English). Complete responses can be found in
Table 4.6.
Table 4.6 Math and English Faculty Perspectives on the Most Important Goal of A&P
Which of the following do you think is the most important goal of
assessment and placement?

English

Math

Difference

(n=60)

(n=47)

(E-M)

To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge
and skills needed for the course into which they are placed

33%

32%

1%

To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy,
where they can be challenged but still be successful

25%

30%

-5%

To place students in the class where they are most likely to be
successful

20%

23%

-3%

To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take
and what supports they need

7%

9%

-2%

To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as
possible

5%

2%

3%

To address equity gaps

7%

0%

7%

To predict success in the course into which students are placed

2%

2%

0%

To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level
course

2%

2%

0%

To create more homogeneous classes so the instructor doesn't have
to teach to a wide variety of skill levels

0%

0%

0%

To identify and address affective issues (i.e., study skills, motivation,
time management)

0%

0%

0%

100%

100%

Total
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Faculty Perspectives on Three Methods of Assessment and Placement
After being asked about their perspectives on the goals of assessment and
placement, faculty were asked about the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with
statements about each of the three methods of A&P, using a four-point agreement scale
(1-strongly disagree, 2-disagree, 3-agree, 4-strongly agree). Although most of the items
were developed to specifically address each method of A&P, four generic social validity
items were asked of all three methods to capture information about goals,
implementation, and outcomes (Table 4.7); these include whether the method is
designed to achieve what they think should be the goal of A&P (goals), whether the
resources required for each method are reasonable (implementation), whether it is easy
to place students using that method (implementation), and whether the method results
in the appropriate placement for most students (outcomes). In the next three sections, I
discuss each of the three placement methods, responses to these four items are
discussed first, followed by a discussion of items that are specific to that placement
method.
Table 4.7 Faculty Perspectives on Key Social Validity Items
Agree or strongly agree
Tests

MMP

GSP

This method is designed to achieve what I think should be the goal(s) of
assessment and placement.

50%

82%

59%

The resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.) to place students using
this method are reasonable.

67%

71%

70%

It is relatively easy and straightforward to place students using this method.

54%

41%

36%

Placement using this method results in the appropriate placement for most
students.

50%

73%

48%
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Standardized Placement Tests
Faculty perspectives on the social validity of placement using standardized
placement tests were assessed by examining responses to 13 items. Fifty percent of the
respondents agreed that placement tests are designed to achieve what they think
should be the goal(s) of assessment and placement (M = 2.4), 67% agreed that the
resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.) to place students using placement tests
are reasonable (M = 2.6), 54% agreed that it is relatively easy and straightforward to
place students using placement tests (M = 2.5), and 50% agreed that placement using
test scores results in the appropriate placement for most students (M = 2.4).
Based on mean scores, the highest levels of agreement were with the following
statements: many students do not prepare for placement tests (M = 3.5), computerized
placement testing creates challenges for some students that may result in inaccurate
test scores (M = 3.3), many students do not take placement tests seriously (M = 3.1),
placement test scores reflect a single point in time and are not a good indicator of
students' knowledge and skills (M = 2.9), and placement using test scores creates equity
gaps in student placement (M = 2.8). All five of these items were negatively worded, so
higher levels of agreement reflect a more negative perception of tests. The lowest levels
of agreement were with the following statements: placement tests effectively assess
student knowledge and skills that are important to student success (M = 2.2), placement
tests effectively identify students who need support and would not otherwise be
successful in the college level course (M = 2.3), placement tests are designed to achieve
what I think should be the goal(s) of assessment and placement (M = 2.4), placement
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using test scores results in the appropriate placement for most students (M = 2.4), and
placement tests are an objective way to assess and place students (M = 2.4). Complete
responses can be found in Table 4.8.
Table 4.8 Faculty Perspectives on Placement Tests
How strongly do you agree or disagree with the
following statements? (n = 107)

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Mean

Placement tests are designed to achieve what I
think should be the goal(s) of assessment and
placement.

14%

36%

48%

3%

2.4

Placement tests effectively assess student
knowledge and skills that are important to
student success.

17%

47%

35%

2%

2.2

Placement tests effectively identify students who
need support and would not otherwise be
successful in the college level course.

13%

47%

37%

3%

2.3

Placement tests are an objective way to assess
and place students.

13%

31%

54%

2%

2.4

The resources needed (time, money, staffing,
etc.) to place students using placement tests are
reasonable.

11%

21%

64%

4%

2.6

It is relatively easy and straightforward to place
students using placement tests.

13%

33%

50%

5%

2.5

Computerized placement testing creates
challenges for some students that may result in
inaccurate test scores.*

0%

10%

51%

38%

3.3

Placement test scores reflect a single point in
time and are not a good indicator of students'
knowledge and skills.*

0%

33%

42%

25%

2.9

Placement tests may be overly expensive,
especially if students are able to retest multiple
times.*

7%

40%

44%

9%

2.6

Many students do not take placement tests
seriously.*

0%

19%

49%

33%

3.1

Many students do not prepare for placement
tests.*

0%

5%

45%

50%

3.5

Placement using test scores results in the
appropriate placement for most students.

9%

40%

49%

2%

2.4

Placement using test scores creates equity gaps
in student placement.*

4%

32%

46%

19%

2.8

* Indicates negatively worded items
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To compare differences in perspectives on standardized placement tests
between math and English faculty, I examined the means of the two groups for each of
the social validity items and calculated the difference in means as an effect size. When
calculating the differences in mean agreement between math and English faculty,
English faculty were treated as the reference group; consequently, a positive difference
indicates that English faculty had a higher mean agreement, while a negative difference
indicates that math faculty had a higher mean agreement. I also conducted inferential
analysis, calculating 95% confidence intervals for the difference in means for each item
and conducting Mann-Whitney tests to assess differences in the population represented
by my sample. As mentioned previously, the conditions for calculating confidence
intervals and constructing Mann-Whitney tests have been met. A visual examination of
the distributions of the data (Figure 4.1) and results from Levene’s tests (Appendix E)
suggest that the shape and variance of the two groups were similar on each item; thus
Mann-Whitney can be interpreted as a test of the differences in group means.
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Figure 4.1 Distribution of Math and English Faculty Perspectives on Placement Tests

The largest difference between math and English faculty perspectives was seen
in responses to the statement that computerized placement testing creates challenges
for some students that may result in inaccurate test scores, where English faculty had a
mean agreement of 3.5 and math faculty had a mean agreement of 3.0 (MD = 0.42, 95%
CI [0.18, 0.66], p = 0.001). English faculty also agreed more strongly than math faculty
that placement test scores reflect a single point in time and are not a good indicator of
students' knowledge and skills (MD = 0.32, 95% CI [0.03, 0.61], p = 0.028); and
placement tests may be overly expensive, especially if students are able to retest
multiple times (MD = 0.32, 95% CI [0.03, 0.61], p = 0.059). Math faculty had higher mean
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agreement that placement tests are an objective way to assess and place students,
compared to English faculty (MD = -0.30, 95% CI [-0.58, -0.02], p = 0.020). Complete
responses can be found in Table 4.9.
Table 4.9 Math and English Faculty Perspectives on Placement Tests
How strongly do you agree or disagree with the
following statements?

Mean

Difference in Means

English
(E)

Math
(M)

(E-M)

95% CI

PValue

Placement tests are designed to achieve what I think
should be the goal(s) of assessment and placement.

2.3

2.6

-0.29

-0.58, 0.00

0.076

Placement tests effectively assess student
knowledge and skills that are important to student
success.

2.2

2.3

-0.11

-0.39, 0.17

0.477

Placement tests effectively identify students who
need support and would not otherwise be successful
in the college level course.

2.3

2.3

0.04

-0.24, 0.32

0.657

Placement tests are an objective way to assess and
place students.

2.3

2.6

-0.30

-0.58, -0.02

0.020

The resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.)
to place students using placement tests are
reasonable.

2.5

2.7

-0.19

-0.47, 0.09

0.177

It is relatively easy and straightforward to place
students using placement tests.

2.5

2.5

-0.02

-0.32, 0.28

0.995

Computerized placement testing creates challenges
for some students that may result in inaccurate test
scores.*

3.5

3.0

0.42

0.18, 0.66

0.001

Placement test scores reflect a single point in time
and are not a good indicator of students' knowledge
and skills.*

3.1

2.7

0.32

0.03, 0.61

0.028

Placement tests may be overly expensive, especially
if students are able to retest multiple times.*

2.7

2.4

0.32

0.03, 0.61

0.059

Many students do not take placement tests
seriously.*

3.1

3.3

-0.21

-0.47, 0.06

0.158

Many students do not prepare for placement tests.*

3.5

3.5

-0.02

-0.25, 0.21

0.893

Placement using test scores results in the
appropriate placement for most students.

2.4

2.5

-0.14

-0.40, 0.11

0.306

Placement using test scores creates equity gaps in
student placement.*

2.9

2.6

0.28

-0.02, 0.58

0.092

* Indicates negatively worded items
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Multiple Measures Placement
Faculty perspectives on the social validity of placement using standardized
placement tests were assessed by examining responses to 12 items. Eighty-two percent
of the respondents agreed that MMP is designed to achieve what they think should be
the goal(s) of assessment and placement (M = 2.9), 71% agreed that the resources
needed (time, money, staffing, etc.) to place students using MMP are reasonable (M =
2.7), 41% agreed that it is relatively easy and straightforward to place students using
MMP (M = 2.3), and 73% agreed that placement using MMP results in the appropriate
placement for most students (M = 2.8).
Based on mean scores, the highest levels of agreement were with the following
statements: MMP is designed to achieve what I think should be the goal(s) of
assessment and placement (M = 2.9), overall high school GPAs do not necessarily reflect
math/writing ability (M = 2.9), high school GPAs are often inflated, so they are not a
good indicator of students' knowledge and skills (M = 2.8), placement using MMP results
in the appropriate placement for most students (M = 2.8), and the resources needed
(time, money, staffing, etc.) to place students using MMP are reasonable (M = 2.7). The
lowest levels of agreement were with the following statements: placing students using
MMP results in lower standards in the college level course compared to placement tests
(M = 2.0), placing students using MMP results in lower course pass rates compared to
placement tests (M = 2.2), high school GPAs are generally a good reflection of the
math/composition knowledge and skills students need to be successful in college level
math/composition (M = 2.2), it is relatively easy and straightforward to place students
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using MMP (M = 2.3), and high school GPAs are generally a good assessment of the noncognitive skills students need to be successful in college coursework (i.e. grit, study
skills, motivation) (M = 2.4). Complete responses can be found in Table 4.10.
Table 4.10 Faculty Perspectives on Multiple Measures Placement
How strongly do you agree or disagree with the
following statements? (n = 107)

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Mean

MMP is designed to achieve what I think should
be the goal(s) of assessment and placement.

4%

14%

67%

15%

2.9

High school GPAs are generally a good assessment
of the non-cognitive skills students need to be
successful in college coursework (i.e. grit, study
skills, motivation).

17%

36%

40%

7%

2.4

High school GPAs are generally a good reflection
of the math/composition knowledge and skills
students need to be successful in college level
math/composition.

21%

47%

28%

5%

2.2

High school GPAs are often inflated, so they are
not a good indicator of students' knowledge and
skills.*

4%

26%

53%

17%

2.8

Overall high school GPAs do not necessarily reflect
math/writing ability.*

2%

24%

52%

21%

2.9

The resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.)
to place students using MMP are reasonable.

1%

28%

66%

5%

2.7

It is relatively easy and straightforward to place
students using MMP.

8%

50%

40%

1%

2.3

Placement using MMP results in the appropriate
placement for most students.

4%

23%

65%

7%

2.8

Placement using MMP reduces equity gaps in
placement compared to placement tests.

6%

29%

55%

10%

2.7

Placing students using MMP results in more
students successfully completing the college level
course compared to placement tests.

3%

37%

54%

6%

2.6

Placing students using MMP results in lower
course pass rates compared to placement tests.*

8%

68%

22%

1%

2.2

Placing students using MMP results in lower
standards in the college level course compared to
placement tests.*

21%

58%

21%

0%

2.0

* Indicates negatively worded items
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When I compared math and English faculty perspectives on MMP, I found larger
differences than were seen in the analysis of their perspectives on standardized
placement tests. I again calculated the means of each group and calculated the
difference in group means as my effect size. I then conducted inferential analysis,
calculating 95% confidence intervals for the difference in means for each item and
conducting Mann-Whitney tests to assess differences in the population.
The shapes of the distributions were similar across the two groups for most of
the items (Figure 4.2), so Mann-Whitney tests can be interpreted as a test of differences
in group means for those items. However, results from Levene’s tests (Appendix E)
suggest that the variance of the two groups was different on the following three items,
so that Mann Whitney tests the difference in the population distribution of the two
groups: high school GPAs are often inflated, so they are not a good indicator of
students' knowledge and skills; the resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.) to
place students using MMP are reasonable; and placing students using MMP results in
more students successfully completing the college level course compared to placement
tests.
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Figure 4.2 Distribution of Math and English Faculty Perspectives on MMP

Math faculty were more likely to agree with the following statements: overall
high school GPAs do not necessarily reflect math/writing ability (MD = -0.42, 95% CI [0.69, -0.15], p = 0.004); high school GPAs are often inflated, so they are not a good
indicator of students' knowledge and skills (MD = 0.45, 95% CI [-0.68, -0.14], p = 0.005);
and placing students using MMP results in lower standards in the college level course
compared to placement tests (MD = -0.32, 95% CI [-0.57, -0.08], p = 0.011). English
faculty were more likely to agree with the following statement: high school GPAs are
generally a good reflection of the math/composition knowledge and skills students need
to be successful in college level math/composition (MD = 0.45, 95% CI [0.15, 0.75], p =
0.004). Complete responses can be found in Table 4.11.
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Table 4.11 Math and English Faculty Perspectives on Multiple Measures Placement
How strongly do you agree or disagree with the
following statements?

Mean

Difference in Means

English
(E)

Math
(M)

(E-M)

95% CI

Pvalue

MMP is designed to achieve what I think should be
the goal(s) of assessment and placement.

2.9

2.9

0.00

-0.26, 0.25

0.865

High school GPAs are generally a good assessment
of the non-cognitive skills students need to be
successful in college coursework (i.e. grit, study
skills, motivation).

2.5

2.3

0.19

-0.13, 0.52

0.192

High school GPAs are generally a good reflection of
the math/composition knowledge and skills
students need to be successful in college level
math/composition.

2.4

1.9

0.45

0.15, 0.75

0.004

High school GPAs are often inflated, so they are not
a good indicator of students' knowledge and skills.*

2.7

3.1

-0.41

-0.68, -0.14

0.005

Overall high school GPAs do not necessarily reflect
math/writing ability.*

2.8

3.2

-0.42

-0.69, -0.15

0.004

The resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.)
to place students using MMP are reasonable.

2.9

2.6

0.23

0.02, 0.45

0.029

It is relatively easy and straightforward to place
students using MMP.

2.4

2.3

0.14

-0.10, 0.39

0.165

Placement using MMP results in the appropriate
placement for most students.

2.8

2.7

0.15

-0.10, 0.40

0.184

Placement using MMP reduces equity gaps in
placement compared to placement tests.

2.6

2.8

-0.15

-0.43, 0.13

0.414

Placing students using MMP results in more
students successfully completing the college level
course compared to placement tests.

2.7

2.6

0.09

-0.17, 0.35

0.426

Placing students using MMP results in lower course
pass rates compared to placement tests.*

2.1

2.2

-0.10

-0.32, 0.13

0.467

Placing students using MMP results in lower
standards in the college level course compared to
placement tests.*

1.9

2.2

-0.32

-0.57, -0.08

0.011

* Indicates negatively worded items

Guided Self-Placement
Faculty perspectives on the social validity of placement using standardized
placement tests were assessed by examining responses to 15 items. Fifty-nine percent
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of the respondents agreed that GSP is designed to achieve what they think should be
the goal(s) of assessment and placement (M = 2.6), 70% agreed that the resources
needed (time, money, staffing, etc.) to place students using GSP are reasonable (M =
2.7), 36% agreed that it is relatively easy and straightforward to place students using
GSP (M = 2.3), and 48% agreed that placement using GSP results in the appropriate
placement for most students (M = 2.5).
Based on mean scores, the highest levels of agreement were with the following
statements: most students will not spend the time and money to take a developmental
or co-requisite support course if they are not required to take it, even if they need the
support (M = 3.1), whoever is guiding the GSP process may inappropriately influence
students' choices (M = 3.0), it is difficult to implement GSP consistently because it is
dependent on who is guiding the students (M = 2.9), GSP starts students off on the right
foot in college with a conversation about their strengths and challenges (M = 2.9), and
GSP leads to less resistance from students in developmental and co-requisite support
courses, because students have chosen to take the course (M = 2.9). The lowest levels of
agreement were with the following statements: students are generally capable of
making well informed choices about their own placement (M = 2.2), it is relatively easy
and straightforward to place students using GSP (M = 2.3), with GSP, many students will
underestimate their abilities and place themselves too low (M = 2.4), placement using
GSP results in the appropriate placement for most students (M = 2.5), and placement
using GSP reduces equity gaps in placement compared to placement tests (M = 2.5).
Complete responses can be found in Table 4.12.
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Table 4.12 Faculty Perspectives on Guided Self-Placement
How strongly do you agree or disagree with the
following statements? (n = 107)

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Mean

GSP is designed to achieve what I think should be
the goal(s) of assessment and placement.

8%

33%

49%

10%

2.6

The resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.)
to place students using GSP are reasonable.

7%

23%

62%

8%

2.7

It is relatively easy and straightforward to place
students using GSP.

9%

54%

33%

4%

2.3

Students are generally capable of making well
informed choices about their own placement.

16%

48%

34%

3%

2.2

It is difficult to implement GSP consistently
because it is dependent on who is guiding the
students.*

1%

19%

66%

14%

2.9

Whoever is guiding the GSP process may
inappropriately influence students' choices.*

0%

11%

73%

16%

3.0

GSP starts students off on the right foot in college
with a conversation about their strengths and
challenges.

1%

16%

75%

8%

2.9

Placement using GSP results in the appropriate
placement for most students.

3%

50%

47%

1%

2.5

Placement using GSP reduces equity gaps in
placement compared to placement tests.

6%

41%

50%

3%

2.5

Most students will not spend the time and money
to take a developmental or co-requisite support
course if they are not required to take it, even if
they need the support.*

1%

18%

50%

31%

3.1

With GSP, more students will fail the college level
math/writing course.*

2%

42%

50%

7%

2.6

With GSP, many students will overestimate their
abilities and place themselves too high.*

1%

29%

60%

10%

2.8

With GSP, many students will underestimate their
abilities and place themselves too low.*

5%

52%

37%

6%

2.4

GSP leads to less resistance from students in
developmental and co-requisite support courses,
because students have chosen to take the course.

0%

23%

66%

10%

2.9

GSP is a return to the "right to fail" (aka "sink or
swim").*

8%

40%

37%

14%

2.6

* Indicates negatively worded items
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The differences between math and English faculty perspectives on GSP were
generally negligible; with the exception of one item, the difference between the mean
agreement of math and English faculty did not exceed 0.20 points on a four-point scale.
To compare the two groups of faculty, I calculated the means of each group along with
95% confidence intervals for the differences in means. I also conducted Mann-Whitney
tests to infer the differences between groups in the population.
A visual examination of the shapes of the distributions suggests similarities
across the two groups for most of the items (Figure 4.3), so that Mann-Whitney tests
can be interpreted as a test of differences in group means for most items. However,
results from Levene’s tests (Appendix E) suggest that the variance of the two groups was
different on the following two items, so that Mann Whitney tests the difference in the
population distribution of the two groups: students are generally capable of making well
informed choices about their own placement; and it is difficult to implement GSP
consistently because it is dependent on who is guiding the students.
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Figure 4.3 Distribution of Math and English Faculty Perspectives on GSP

The largest difference between math and English faculty perspectives on guided
self-placement was seen with the statement that students are generally capable of
making well informed choices about their own placement, where English faculty had a
mean agreement of 2.4 and math faculty had a mean agreement of 2.0 (MD = 0.38, 95%
CI [0.10, 0.66], p = 0.010). All other items had differences in mean agreement that were
less than 0.20. Complete responses can be found in Table 4.13.
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Table 4.13 Math and English Faculty Perspectives on Guided Self-Placement
How strongly do you agree or disagree with the
following statements?

Mean

Difference in Means

English
(E)

Math
(M)

(E-M)

95% CI

Pvalue

GSP is designed to achieve what I think should be
the goal(s) of assessment and placement.

2.7

2.5

0.13

-0.18, 0.45

0.445

The resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.)
to place students using GSP are reasonable.

2.8

2.6

0.18

-0.09, 0.46

0.109

It is relatively easy and straightforward to place
students using GSP.

2.3

2.3

-0.06

-0.33, 0.21

0.685

Students are generally capable of making well
informed choices about their own placement.

2.4

2.0

0.38

0.10, 0.66

0.010

It is difficult to implement GSP consistently
because it is dependent on who is guiding the
students.*

2.9

3.0

-0.12

-0.34, 0.11

0.346

Whoever is guiding the GSP process may
inappropriately influence students' choices.*

3.0

3.1

-0.11

-0.30, 0.09

0.316

GSP starts students off on the right foot in college
with a conversation about their strengths and
challenges.

2.9

3.0

-0.09

-0.29, 0.11

0.437

Placement using GSP results in the appropriate
placement for most students.

2.5

2.4

0.13

-0.09, 0.36

0.201

Placement using GSP reduces equity gaps in
placement compared to placement tests.

2.5

2.5

0.03

-0.23, 0.28

0.980

Most students will not spend the time and money
to take a developmental or co-requisite support
course if they are not required to take it, even if
they need the support.*

3.1

3.2

-0.10

-0.37, 0.17

0.564

With GSP, more students will fail the college level
math/writing course.*

2.6

2.7

-0.09

-0.34, 0.16

0.462

With GSP, many students will overestimate their
abilities and place themselves too high.*

2.7

2.9

-0.14

-0.38, 0.10

0.255

With GSP, many students will underestimate their
abilities and place themselves too low.*

2.4

2.5

-0.05

-0.32, 0.21

0.627

GSP leads to less resistance from students in
developmental and co-requisite support courses,
because students have chosen to take the course.

2.8

2.9

-0.12

-0.34, 0.10

0.260

GSP is a return to the "right to fail" (aka "sink or
swim").*

2.5

2.7

-0.20

-0.52, 0.12

0.192

* Indicates negatively worded items
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The Social Validity of Three Methods of Assessment and Placement
To assess social validity, I calculated social validity scores for each of the three
assessment and placement methods so that each respondent had a social validity score
for standardized placement tests, a social validity score for MMP, and a social validity
score for GSP that represent how positively they perceive the goals, implementation,
and outcomes of that particular placement method. I calculated descriptive statistics for
these social validity scores, including measures of central tendency, distribution, and
variance. I also conducted inferential analysis, calculating 95% confidence intervals for
the three means.
Based on their social validity scores, faculty felt most positively about multiple
measures placement and least positively about standardized placement tests. Social
validity scores for standardized placement tests ranged from 27 to 77, with a mean of
55.1 (SD = 10.8), and a median of 56; I can be 95% confident that the mean score is
between 53 and 57 in the population of faculty represented by my study sample. Social
validity scores for multiple measures placement ranged from 42 to 94, with a mean of
64.0 (SD = 10.5), and a median of 65; I can be 95% confident that the mean score is
between 62 and 66 in the population of faculty represented by my study sample. Social
validity scores for guided self-placement ranged from 35 to 83, with a mean of 60.2 (SD
= 9.0), and a median of 60; I can be 95% confident that the mean score is between 58
and 62 in the population of faculty represented by my study sample. A visual depiction
of the data can be found in Figure 4.4 and additional data can be found in Table 4.14.
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Figure 4.4 Distribution of Social Validity Scores

Table 4.14. Social Validity Scores
Mean

SD

Median

Min

Max

Range

95% CI for Mean

Standardized placement tests

55.1

10.8

56

27

77

50

53.07, 57.23

Multiple measures placement

64.0

10.5

65

42

94

52

62.01, 66.05

Guided self-placement

60.2

9.0

60

35

83

48

58.43, 61.89

To compare the differences in the social validity scores of math and English
faculty, I followed the same process as when I compared differences in mean agreement
on each of the individual Likert items; I calculated the means of each group, calculated
the difference in means along with 95% confidence intervals for the difference in
means, and then conducted inferential analysis using Mann-Whitney tests. Because
responses from math and English faculty have similar shapes (Figure 4.5), and results
from Levene’s tests (Appendix E) suggest that the variance of the two groups were
similar on each item; thus Mann-Whitney can be interpreted as a test of the differences
in group means.
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Figure 4.5 Distribution of Math and English Faculty Social Validity Scores

I found only small differences in the social validity scores of math and English
faculty. Math faculty had a more positive perspective on standardized placement tests
than English faculty, with a mean score of 57.4 compared to 53.4 (MD = -4.10, 95% CI [8.17, -0.02], p = 0.053). English faculty had a more positive perspective on MMP than
math faculty, with a mean score of 66.3 compared to 61.2 (MD = 5.06, 95% CI [1.17,
8.95], p = 0.011). English faculty also had a more positive perspective on GSP, with a
mean score of 61.2 compared to 58.9 for math faculty (MD = 2.29, 95% CI [-1.13, 5.71],
p = 0.110). A visual depiction of the data can be found in Figure 4.6 and additional data
can be found in Table 4.15.
All faculty (n=107)

55.1

53.4

57.4

Social validity of standardized
placement tests

English faculty (n=60)
64.0

66.3

61.2

Social validity of multiple
measures placement

Math faculty (n=47)
60.2

58.9

Social validity of guided selfplacement

Figure 4.6 Mean Social Validity Scores for Math and English Faculty
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61.2

Table 4.15 Math and English Faculty Social Validity Scores
Mean

Difference in Means

English
(E)

Math
(M)

(E-M)

95% CI

Pvalue

Social validity of standardized placement tests

53.4

57.4

-4.10

-8.17, -0.02

0.053

Social validity of multiple measures placement

66.3

61.2

5.06

1.17, 8.95

0.011

Social validity of guided self-placement

61.2

58.9

2.29

-1.13, 5.71

0.110

To examine the relationship between social validity scores and faculty
perspectives on the goal of assessment and placement, I calculated mean social validity
scores for the respondents who selected each goal as the most important goal of
assessment and placement (Table 4.16). For standardized placement tests, the highest
mean social validity score was seen in faculty who felt that the most important goal of
A&P is to place students in the class where they are most likely to be successful (M =
58.0); the lowest mean score was seen in faculty who felt that the most important goal
is to get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible (M = 47.6).
For multiple measures placement, the highest mean social validity score was seen in
faculty who felt that the most important goal of A&P is to get as many students into the
college level course as quickly as possible (M = 82.3); the lowest mean score was seen in
faculty who felt that the most important goal is to maximize the percentage of students
who pass the college level course (M = 58.3). For guided self-placement, the highest
mean social validity score was seen in faculty who felt that the most important goal of
A&P is to maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level course (70.8)
and to give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take and what
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supports they need (70.0); the lowest mean score was seen in faculty who felt that the
most important goal is to determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge
and skills needed for the course into which they are placed (M = 57.1).
Table 4.16 Social Validity and Perspectives on the Goals of A&P
Which of the following do you think is the most important goal of
assessment and placement?

Social Validity Score
(Mean)
Tests

MMP

GSP

To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and
skills needed for the course into which they are placed (n=35)

56.3

60.7

57.1

To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where
they can be challenged but still be successful (n=29)

54.2

62.9

58.6

To place students in the class where they are most likely to be successful
(n=23)

58.0

64.0

60.8

To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take and
what supports they need (n=8)

50.2

73.2

70.0

To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible
(n=4)

47.6

82.3

62.5

To address equity gaps (n=4)

53.4

65.1

66.7

To predict success in the course into which students are placed (n=2)

52.9

66.7

60.8

To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level course
(n=2)

56.7

58.3

70.8

To create more homogeneous classes so the instructor doesn't have to
teach to a wide variety of skill levels (n=0)

-

-

-

To identify and address affective issues (i.e. study skills, motivation, time
management) (n=0)

-

-

-

55.1

64.0

60.2

Total

To examine the relationships among the social validity scores of the three
placement methods, I conducted Spearman’s correlation analysis (Table 4.17). I found a
moderate positive relationship between the social validity of multiple measures
placement and the social validity of guided self-placement (r = 0.39, p < 0.001, 95% CI
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[0.17, 0.57]). There was a small negative association between the social validity scores
of standardized placement tests and both multiple measures placement (r = -0.14, p =
0.142, 95% CI [-0.32, 0.05]) and guided self-placement (r = -0.23, p = 0.018, 95% CI [0.42, -0.01]). This suggests that faculty have similar perspectives on GSP and MMP but
opposing perspectives on standardized placement tests.
Table 4.17 Correlations among Social Validity Scores
Social Validity
of Tests
Social validity of standardized placement tests

Social Validity
of MMP

Social Validity
of GSP

1.00

Social validity of multiple measures placement

-0.14

1.00

[-0.32, 0.05]
Social validity of guided self-placement

-0.23

0.39

[-0.42, -0.01]

[0.17, 0.57]

1.00

Faculty Perspectives on the Best Way to Assess and Place Students
After responding to the three sets of social validity items for each placement
method, survey respondents were asked an open-ended question about what they felt
was the best way to place students. Most of the responses could be easily coded as one
or more of the three placement methods being studied, based on the respondents
explicitly identifying a method or describing it in enough detail that it was clear which
method they were referring to. This included 18% of respondents who agreed that
guided self-placement was the best way to place students, 16% who indicated multiple
measures placement was the best method, and 10% who said standardized placement
test scores were the best method. Additionally, 27% of respondents indicated that a
combination of two or more of the methods was best, including 13% who said a
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combination of MMP and GSP was best, 4% who said a combination of standardized test
scores and MMP was best, and 1% who said a combination of standardized test scores
and GSP was best; 9% indicated that a combination of all three methods was the best
way to assess and place students.
However, 6% responded that they did not know or were not sure, and 23%
provided a response that could not be easily categorized into one of the three
placement methods being studied. These included: a writing sample (6%); a
combination of standardized placement test scores and an advising session (4%); a
combination of standardized placement test scores, MMP, and an advising session (4%);
an advising session (2%); recommendations from former teachers (1%), and a writing
sample with an advising session (1%); and a few responses that were unclear (4%). What
was interesting about some of these responses was the recognition of the value of an
advising session, a common component of GSP, but a rejection of students being
allowed to make the final choice. Complete responses can be found in Table 4.18.
Table 4.18 Perspectives on the Best Way to Place Students
What do you think would be the best way to assess and place students?

N

%

Guided Self-Placement

15

18%

Multiple Measures Placement

13

16%

Standardized Test Scores

8

10%

Combination of methods including:

22

27%

MMP and GSP

11

13%

Test Scores and MMP

3

4%

Test Scores and GSP

1

1%

Test Scores and MMP and GSP

7

9%

5

6%

Not sure
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What do you think would be the best way to assess and place students?

N

%

Other, including:

19

23%

Writing sample

6

6%

Test scores and advising session

3

4%

Test scores, MMP, and advising

3

4%

Advising session

2

2%

Recommendations from former teachers

1

1%

Writing sample and advising

1

1%

Unclear responses

3

4%

82

100%

Total

To compare differences in perspectives between math and English faculty
regarding the best method for assessing and placing students, I compared the codes for
the two groups. Math faculty were much more likely to indicate that standardized tests
scores were the best method either alone (16%, compared to 4% for English faculty) or
in combination with other measures (20% compared to 8% for English faculty). English
faculty were more likely to indicate that multiple measures placement was the best
method, either alone (18% compared to 14% for math faculty) or in combination with
guided self-placement (18% compared to 8% for math faculty). When calculating the
differences between responses from math and English faculty, English faculty were
treated as the reference group; consequently, a positive difference indicates that more
English faculty identified the placement method as the best way to assess and
placement students, while a negative difference indicates that more math faculty
identified the placement method. Complete responses can be found in Table 4.19.
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Table 4.19 Math and English Faculty Perspectives on the Best Way to Place Students
What do you think would be the best way to assess and place
students?

English

Math

Difference
(E-M)

Guided Self-Placement

18%

19%

-1%

Multiple Measures Placement

18%

14%

4%

Standardized Test Scores

4%

16%

-12%

Combination of methods

27%

27%

0%

MMP and GSP

18%

8%

10%

Test Scores and MMP

4%

3%

2%

Test Scores and GSP

0%

3%

-3%

Test Scores and MMP and GSP

4%

14%

-9%

Other

24%

22%

3%

Not sure

9%

3%

6%

Philosophies of Adult Education
Faculty perspectives on the philosophies of adult education were assessed by
examining responses to five items. For each item, respondents ordered the response
options, each one corresponding to one of the philosophies, from highest to lowest
agreement. For three of the five items, faculty agreed most with the response option
that aligned with the behaviorist philosophical orientation. For four of the five items,
faculty agreed the least with the response option that aligned with the radical
philosophical orientation.
When asked about the primary purpose of adult education, 40% of the
respondents ranked “to facilitate personal development on the part of the learner”
(humanistic) as their first choice, 30% ranked “to develop the learners’ competency and
mastery of specific skills” (behaviorist) first, 16% ranked “to develop conceptual and
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theoretical understanding” (liberal) first, and 13% ranked “to establish the learners'
capacity to solve individual and societal problems” (progressive) first. Only 1% ranked
“to increase learners' awareness of the need for social change and to enable them to
effect such change” (radical) as their first choice. Complete responses can be found in
Table 4.20.
Table 4.20 Perspectives on the Primary Purpose of Adult Education
The primary purpose of adult education is:

Percentage Selecting Each Rank (n = 107)
First

Second

Third

Fourth

Fifth

To facilitate personal development on the part of
the learner (humanistic)

40%

27%

19%

14%

0%

To develop the learners' competency and mastery
of specific skills (behaviorist)

30%

24%

22%

8%

15%

To develop conceptual and theoretical
understanding (liberal)

16%

32%

30%

12%

10%

To establish the learners' capacity to solve
individual and societal problems (progressive)

13%

12%

21%

38%

16%

To increase learners' awareness of the need for
social change and to enable them to effect such
change (radical)

1%

5%

8%

27%

59%

When asked about the primary role of adult educators, 32% of the respondents
ranked “guide learners through learning activities with well-directed feedback"
(behaviorist) as their first choice, while 31% ranked “help learners identify and learn to
solve problems" (progressive) first, 21% ranked “facilitate learning activities, rather than
directing them" (humanistic) first, and 15% ranked “systematically lead learners step by
step in acquiring new information and understanding of underlying theories and
concepts" (liberal) first. Only 2% ranked “increase learners' awareness of environmental
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and social issues and help them learn how to have an impact on those situations"
(radical) as their first choice. Complete responses can be found in Table 4.21.
Table 4.21 Perspectives on the Primary Role of the Adult Educator
My primary role as an educator of adults is to:

Percentage Selecting Each Rank (n = 107)
First

Second

Third

Fourth

Fifth

Guide learners through learning activities with
well-directed feedback (behaviorist)

32%

31%

26%

7%

4%

Help learners identify and learn to solve problems
(progressive)

31%

29%

25%

14%

1%

Facilitate learning activities, rather than directing
them (humanistic)

21%

19%

25%

30%

6%

Systematically lead learners step by step in
acquiring new information and understanding of
underlying theories and concepts (liberal)

15%

21%

17%

27%

21%

Increase learners' awareness of environmental and
social issues and help them learn how to have an
impact on those situations (radical)

2%

1%

7%

21%

69%

When asked about the situations in which they are most successful as an adult
educator, 45% of the respondents ranked situations “that are relatively structured with
clear learning objectives and built-in feedback to the learners" (behaviorist) as their first
choice, 21% ranked situations “that are unstructured and flexible enough to follow
learners' interests" (humanistic) first, 19% ranked situations “where the scope of the
new material is relatively clear and the subject matter is logically organized" (liberal)
first, and 15% ranked situations “where I can focus on practical skills and knowledge
that can be used in solving problems" (progressive) as their first choice. Only 1% ranked
situations “where the learners have some awareness of social and political issues and
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are willing to explore the impact of such issues on their daily lives" (radical) as their first
choice. Complete responses can be found in Table 4.22.
Table 4.22 Perspectives on Successful Adult Education Situations
As an adult educator, I am most successful in
situations:

Percentage Selecting Each Rank (n = 107)
First

Second

Third

Fourth

Fifth

That are relatively structured with clear learning
objectives and built-in feedback to the learners
(behaviorist)

45%

21%

10%

19%

6%

That are unstructured and flexible enough to
follow learners' interests (humanistic)

21%

7%

17%

34%

22%

Where the scope of the new material is relatively
clear, and the subject matter is logically organized
(liberal)

19%

35%

28%

12%

7%

Where I can focus on practical skills and knowledge
that can be used in solving problems (progressive)

15%

30%

37%

15%

3%

Where the learners have some awareness of social
and political issues and are willing to explore the
impact of such issues on their daily lives (radical)

1%

8%

7%

21%

63%

When asked about how decisions should be made about what to include in an
educational activity, 38% of the respondents ranked “based on what learners know and
what the instructor believes they should know at the end of the activity" (behaviorist),
31% ranked “based on careful analysis by the instructor of the material to be covered
and the concepts to be taught" (liberal) first, and 21% ranked “based on a consideration
of the learners' needs, interests, and problems" (progressive) as their first choice. Only
7% ranked “made mostly by the learner in consultation with the instructor" (humanistic)
first and only 3% ranked “based on a consideration of key social and cultural situations"
(radical) as their first choice. Complete responses can be found in Table 4.23.

148

Table 4.23 Perspectives on Deciding what to Include in an Educational Activity
Decisions about what to include in an educational
activity should be:

Percentage Selecting Each Rank (n = 107)
First

Second

Third

Fourth

Fifth

Based on what learners know and what the
instructor believes they should know at the end of
the activity (behaviorist)

38%

33%

17%

7%

5%

Based on careful analysis by the instructor of the
material to be covered and the concepts to be
taught (liberal)

31%

29%

25%

7%

8%

Based on a consideration of the learners' needs,
interests, and problems (progressive)

21%

31%

36%

10%

2%

Made mostly by the learner in consultation with
the instructor (humanistic)

7%

7%

10%

43%

34%

Based on a consideration of key social and cultural
situations (radical)

3%

1%

12%

33%

51%

When asked about differences among adult learners, 54% ranked “are primarily
due to differences in their life experiences and will usually lead them to make different
applications of new knowledge and skills to their own situations" (progressive) as their
first choice, while 21% ranked “will not interfere with their learning if each learner is
given adequate opportunity for practice and reinforcement" (behaviorist) first. Only 8%
ranked “arise from their particular cultural and social situations and can be minimized as
they recognize common needs and problems" (radical) first, 8% ranked “are relatively
unimportant as long as the learners gain a common base of understanding through the
learning experience" (liberal) first, and 7% ranked “enable them to learn best on their
own time and in their own way" (humanistic) as their first choice. Complete responses
can be found in Table 4.24.
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Table 4.24 Perspectives on Differences among Adult Learners
Differences among adult learners:

Percentage Selecting Each Rank (n = 107)
First

Second

Third

Fourth

Fifth

Are primarily due to differences in their life
experiences and will usually lead them to make
different applications of new knowledge and skills
to their own situations (progressive)

54%

22%

11%

9%

3%

Will not interfere with their learning if each learner
is given adequate opportunity for practice and
reinforcement (behaviorist)

21%

23%

18%

20%

18%

Arise from their particular cultural and social
situations and can be minimized as they recognize
common needs and problems (radical)

8%

22%

24%

24%

21%

Are relatively unimportant as long as the learners
gain a common base of understanding through the
learning experience (liberal)

8%

13%

18%

24%

36%

Enable them to learn best on their own time and in
their own way (humanistic)

7%

19%

29%

22%

22%

Based on the rank ordering of response options across all five items (first place =
5, second place = 4, third place = 3, fourth place = 2, fifth place = 1), scores were
calculated for each respondent for each of the adult education philosophies; scores
could range from 5 to 25, with higher scores representing a stronger affinity for that
adult education philosophy. I calculated descriptive statistics for each of the adult
education philosophy scores, including measures of central tendency and variance, and
conducted inferential analysis, calculating 95% confidence intervals for the five means.
The philosophical orientation with the highest mean score was behaviorist (M =
18.1, SD = 3.4), with scores ranging from 8 to 24, and a median score of 18; I can be 95%
confident that the mean score is between 17.4 and 18.8 in the population of faculty
represented by my study sample. The progressive philosophical orientation had a mean
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of 17.6 (SD = 2.9), with scores ranging from 12 to 25, and a median score of 17; I can be
95% confident that the mean score is between 17.0 and 18.1 in the population of faculty
represented by my study sample. The liberal philosophical orientation had a mean of
15.6 (SD = 3.6), with scores ranging from 8 to 25, and a median score of 16; I can be 95%
confident that the mean score is between 14.9 and 16.3 in the population of faculty
represented by my study sample. The humanistic philosophical orientation had a mean
of 14.6 (SD = 3.4), with scores ranging from 9 to 22, and a median score of 15; I can be
95% confident that the mean score is between 13.9 and 15.2 in the population of faculty
represented by my study sample. The radical philosophical orientation had the lowest
mean score (M = 9.2, SD = 2.9), with scores ranging from 5 to 18, and a median score of
9; I can be 95% confident that the mean score is between 8.6 and 9.7 in the population
of faculty represented by my study sample. A visual depiction of the data can be found
in Figure 4.7 and additional data can be found in Table 4.25.

Figure 4.7 Distribution of Adult Education Philosophy Scores
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Table 4.25 Adult Education Philosophy Scores
Mean

SD

Median

Min

Max

Range

95% CI for Mean

Behaviorist

18.1

3.4

18

8

24

16

17.43, 18.75

Humanistic

14.6

3.4

15

9

22

13

13.91, 15.23

Liberal

15.6

3.6

16

8

25

17

14.91, 16.29

Progressive

17.6

2.9

17

12

25

13

17.03, 18.13

Radical

9.2

2.9

9

5

18

13

8.61, 9.71

To compare differences in the adult education philosophies of math and English
faculty, I examined the mean scores of each group for each philosophical orientation
and calculated effect sizes in the form of differences in group means. I also calculated
95% confidence intervals for the difference in means and Mann-Whitney tests.
Responses from math and English faculty had similar shapes (Figure 4.8), and results
from Levene’s tests (Appendix E) suggest that the variance of the two groups were
similar on each item; thus Mann-Whitney can be interpreted as a test of the differences
in group means.

Figure 4.8 Distribution of Math and English Faculty Adult Education Philosophy Scores
152

The differences between the adult education philosophies of math and English
faculty were minimal, with less than one point difference in the means on each of the
philosophy scores. Math faculty were slightly more likely to align with the liberal
philosophical orientation than English faculty, with a mean score of 16.1 compared to
15.2 (MD = -0.87, 95% CI [-2.27, 0.54], p = 0.252); they were also more likely to align
with the progressive philosophical orientation, with a mean score of 18.0 compared to
17.2 (MD = -0.83, 95% CI [-1.92, 0.27], p = 0.125). English faculty had higher mean
scores, compared to math faculty, for the radical (MD = 0.70, 95% CI [-0.39, 1.79], p =
0.194), humanistic (MD = 0.75, 95% CI [-0.55, 2.05], p = 0.338), and behaviorist
philosophical orientations (MD = 0.24, 95% CI [-1.07, 1.56], p = 0.550). A visual depiction
of the data can be found in Figure 4.9 and additional data can be found in Table 4.26.

All faculty (n=107)

English faculty (n=60)

18.1 18.2 18.0
14.6 14.9 14.1

15.6 15.2 16.1

Math faculty (n=47)

17.6 17.2 18.0

9.2 9.5 8.8

Behaviorist
philsophy score

Humanistic
philsophy score

Liberal
philsophy score

Progressive
philsophy score

Radical
philsophy score

Figure 4.9 Mean Adult Education Philosophy Scores for Math and English Faculty
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Table 4.26 Math and English Adult Education Philosophy Scores
Mean

Difference in Means

English
(E)

Math
(M)

(E-M)

95% CI

Pvalue

Behaviorist

18.2

18.0

0.24

-1.07, 1.56

0.550

Humanistic

14.9

14.1

0.75

-0.55, 2.05

0.338

Liberal

15.2

16.1

-0.87

-2.27, 0.54

0.252

Progressive

17.2

18.0

-0.83

-1.92, 0.27

0.125

Radical

9.5

8.8

0.70

-0.39, 1.79

0.194

To examine the relationships among the five adult education philosophy scores, I
conducted Spearman’s correlation analysis; the nonparametric Spearman’s rho was
used instead of the parametric Pearson’s r because the underlying items used to
calculate the adult education philosophy scores were rank order items. There was a
large negative correlation between the liberal and radical philosophies (r = -0.54, p <
0.001, 95% CI [-0.70, -0.31]) and moderate negative correlations between the following
pairs of philosophies: behaviorist and humanistic (r = -0.46, p < 0.001, 95% CI [-0.65, 0.22]); liberal and progressive (r = -0.44, p < 0.001, 95% CI [-0.63, -0.20]); behaviorist and
radical (r = -0.41, p < 0.001, 95% CI [-0.61, -0.17]); liberal and humanistic (r = -0.40, p <
0.001, 95% CI [-0.59, -0.16]); and progressive and behaviorist (r = -0.34, p < 0.001, 95%
CI [-0.54, -0.10]). There was a small negative correlation between and humanistic and
progressive (r = -0.19, p < 0.050, 95% CI [-0.40, 0.04]). There were small positive
correlations between the following pairs of philosophies: radical and progressive (r =
0.23, p = 0.018, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.44]) and behaviorist and liberal (r = 0.17, p = 0.084, 95%
CI [-0.05, 0.37]). There was a negligible correlation between radical and humanistic (r =

154

0.03, p = 0.745, 95% CI [-0.16, 0.22]). These results suggest that faculty with a liberal
adult education philosophy, which emphasizes content mastery and the teacher as the
director of learning, are less likely to align with radical, progressive, and humanistic
philosophical orientations; these three orientations all have a greater emphasis on
students as active participants in learning and instructors as guides and facilitators.
Table 4.27 has been arranged in order from the philosophical orientation that is
the least student centered and most instructor centered (liberal) to the orientation that
is the most student centered and least instructor centered (radical). In general, the
correlations between philosophies decrease across the continuum, moving right or
down in the matrix; the strongest relationship was between the liberal and radical
philosophies, which are at the two ends of the continuum. The full correlation matrix
has been provided to assist in viewing this pattern.
Table 4.27 Correlations among Adult Education Philosophies
Liberal

Behaviorist

Progressive

Humanistic

Radical

1.00

0.17
[-0.05, 0.37]

-0.44
[-0.63, -0.20]

-0.40
[-0.59, -0.16]

-0.54
[-0.70, -0.31]

Behaviorist

0.17
[-0.05, 0.37]

1.00

-0.34
[-0.54, -0.10]

-0.46
[-0.65, -0.22]

-0.41
[-0.61, -0.17]

Progressive

-0.44
[-0.63, -0.20]

-0.34
[-0.54, -0.10]

1.00

-0.19
[-0.40, 0.04]

0.23
[-0.01, 0.44]

Humanistic

-0.40
[-0.59, -0.16]

-0.46
[-0.65, -0.22]

-0.19
[-0.40, 0.04]

1.00

0.03
[-0.16, 0.22]

Radical

-0.54
[-0.70, -0.31]

-0.41
[-0.61, -0.17]

0.23
[-0.01, 0.44]

0.03
[-0.16, 0.22]

1.00

Liberal
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To examine the relationship between social validity and adult education
philosophy, I conducted Spearman’s correlation analysis, but found only small
correlations (Table 4.28). The social validity of standardized placement tests had small
positive correlations with both the behaviorist philosophy (r = 0.21, p = 0.029, 95% CI [0.08, 0.47]) and the liberal philosophy (r = 0.14, p = 0.158, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.39]) and
small negative correlations with the humanistic philosophy (r = -0.19, p = 0.052, 95% CI
[-0.44, 0.10]), the radical philosophy (r = -0.15, p = 0.131, 95% CI [-0.40, 0.13]), and the
progressive philosophy (r = -0.10, p = 0.318, 95% CI [-0.34, 0.15]). The social validity of
multiple measures placement had small positive correlations with the radical philosophy
(r = 0.15, p = 0.127, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.41]) and the behaviorist philosophy (r = 0.13, p =
0.171, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.38]), and a small negative correlation with the liberal philosophy
(r = -0.23, p = 0.018, 95% CI [-0.48, 0.06]). The social validity of guided self-placement
had small positive correlations with both the humanistic philosophy (r = 0.23, p = 0.019,
95% CI [-0.06, 0.48]) and the radical philosophy (r = 0.13, p = 0.195, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.37])
and small negative correlations with both the behaviorist philosophy (r = -0.17, p =
0.077, 95% CI [-0.43, 0.11]) and the liberal philosophy (r = -0.15, p = 0.132, 95% CI [-0.40,
0.13]). All other correlation coefficients were less than r = 0.10.
In Table 4.28, the philosophical orientations have been ordered from least
student centered (liberal) to most student centered (radical). In general, social validity
scores for placement tests were more positively correlated with philosophical
orientations that were less student centered, while guided self-placement was more
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positively correlated with philosophical orientations that were more student centered;
however, all of the correlations were small.
Table 4.28 Correlations between Adult Education Philosophy and Social Validity

Social validity of
placement tests
Social validity of multiple
measures placement
Social validity of guided
self-placement

Liberal

Behaviorist

Progressive

Humanistic

Radical

0.14

0.21

-0.10

-0.19

-0.15

[-0.13, 0.39]

[-0.08, 0.47]

[-0.34, 0.15]

[-0.44, 0.10]

[-0.40, 0.13]

-0.23

0.13

-0.07

0.09

0.15

[-0.48, 0.06]

[-0.13, 0.38]

[-0.30, 0.16]

[-0.15, 0.32]

[-0.13, 0.41]

-0.15

-0.17

0.04

0.23

0.13

[-0.40, 0.13]

[-0.43, 0.11]

[-0.19, 0.19]

[-0.06, 0.48]

[-0.13, 0.37]

Integration and Interpretation
Fetters, Curry, and Creswell (2013) identify three ways in which quantitative and
qualitative data can be integrated at the interpretation level. These include integration
through narrative, integration through data transformation, and integration through
joint displays. As part of the data analysis process, I integrated the quantitative and
qualitative findings through joint displays, including matrices of qualitative themes and
survey responses that used social validity as a framework. I also integrated through
narrative using both a contiguous approach, by presenting the qualitative findings in
Chapter 3 followed by the quantitative findings in Chapter 4, and a weaving approach,
by integrating the findings to answer the research questions, looking for areas of
convergence and divergence across the qualitative and quantitative findings. In Chapter
5, I will discuss the answers to my five research questions, along with the limitations of
this study, directions for future research, and implications of the findings for policy and
practice.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of community college
math and English faculty on different methods of developmental education assessment
and placement (A&P), including standardized placement test scores, multiple measures
placement (MMP), and guided self-placement (GSP). I used a social validity framework
and examined perspectives on the goals, implementation procedures, and outcomes of
each placement method. I also explored the relationship between faculty perspectives
on placement methods and their educational philosophies. In Chapters 3 and 4, I
presented results from the qualitative and quantitative phases of the study using a
contiguous approach, first discussing findings from the interview phase of the study
followed by findings from the survey phase of the study.
In this chapter, I integrate findings from both data sources to answer my five
research questions and discuss how these findings align with a social validity framework.
This study aimed to answer the following research questions: 1) What are the
perspectives of community college math and English faculty on the goals of
developmental education assessment and placement; 2) What are the perspectives of
community college math and English faculty on the implementation process of
standardized placement test scores, multiple measures placement, and guided selfplacement; 3) What are the perspectives of community college math and English faculty
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on the outcomes of assessment and placement using standardized placement test
scores, multiple measures placement, and guided self-placement; 4) How do community
college math and English faculty’s perspectives on each of the three methods of
assessment and placement relate to their adult education philosophy; and 5) To what
extent do the perspectives of community college math and English faculty differ? In this
chapter, in addition to answering these questions, I also outline the study’s limitations
and implications for future research. I end the chapter with suggestions for policy and
practice related to assessment and placement.
Assessing the Social Validity of Assessment and Placement
Over 30 years ago, Morante (1989) noted that “the biggest obstacle to a
successful program of mandatory placement testing is frequently the attitude of the
faculty and staff involved with the program” (p. 3); thus, understanding community
college faculty attitudes towards A&P may be critically important to the success of
developmental education reform efforts. In this study, social validity was used as a
framework to explore these attitudes. Social validity assesses the acceptability of an
intervention and consists of three main components: the extent to which its goals are
desired by society, the extent to which its procedures are appropriate and acceptable,
and the extent to which its effects are satisfactory. Higher levels of social validity do not
necessarily indicate that an intervention is good or effective, only that it is viewed
positively. However, interventions that are viewed positively may be more likely to be
implemented with fidelity and with less resistance (Elliott et al., 1984; GrandstaffBeckers, 2013; Hitchcock et al., 2015; Kazdin, 1980; Leko, 2014; Ogilvie & McCrudden,
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2017; Rademaker et al., 2021; Schwartz and Baer, 1991; Wolf, 1978). Social validity may
also be a measure of the climate within which an intervention is being implemented
(Ellis & Sabornie, 1990), which could be especially important to the effectiveness of
developmental education placement reform when initiative fatigue is an issue.
Just as there is no agreed upon threshold on a placement test at which point a
student is deemed college-ready (Austin et al., 2013; Ewell et al., 2008; Fletcher, 2014;
Phipps, 1998; Venezia et al., 2010), there is no threshold at which an intervention is
deemed socially valid, partly because “the perceived social validity of an intervention is
person-bound rather than a fixed characteristic of the intervention itself” (Rademaker et
al., 2021, p. 10). Instead, social validity assessments can be used to gather information
about how different stakeholder groups view interventions, which can help identify
areas of support and resistance, places where goals may need to be clarified, possible
implementation challenges, and concerns about intended and unintended outcomes.
Qualitative exploration of social validity may be especially valuable in areas that have
not been extensively studied (Gresham & Lopez, 1996; Kramer, 2011; Ogilvie &
McCrudden, 2017). Because of the dearth of research on faculty perspectives on A&P, I
conducted a mixed methods study so that I could first qualitatively explore faculty
perspectives and help identify these areas of support and resistance, implementation
challenges, and intended and unintended consequences of different placement
methods; these findings were then used to create a survey to assess perspectives
among a larger sample of faculty. In the following sections, I discuss the three
components of social validity related to my findings and answer my research questions.
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The Goals of Assessment and Placement
The first component of social validity is the extent to which the goals of an
intervention are desired by society. When I interviewed faculty in the first phase of this
study, I originally intended to explicitly ask about the goals, procedures, and outcomes
of each placement method; however, I quickly realized that participants discussed the
overall goals of assessment and placement but generally did not see differences in the
goals of each placement method; the exception was one math instructor who felt that
all three methods had the same goal of placing students into a class where they could
be successful, but guided self-placement had an additional goal of empowering the
student. Instead, the interviewees identified the overall goals of A&P and later discussed
whether each method achieved those goals by talking about the outcomes of using each
method. I went into this study approaching the three placement methods as three
distinct interventions; however, the interviews reminded me that it may be more
appropriate to view placement as the intervention and the three placement methods as
different procedures for achieving the desired goals and outcomes.
Reflecting what I learned in the interviews, rather than asking about the goals of
each placement method on the survey, I instead asked what respondents felt were the
goals of assessment and placement and then whether they felt each method achieved
those goals. So, my first research question was answered based on an interview
question asking participants what they saw as the overall goals of A&P along with five
survey questions. Two survey questions provided respondents with a list of possible
goals and asked them to select any of the items that they felt should be the goals of
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A&P and then the one they felt is the most important goal. Then three questions asked
about whether each placement method achieved those goals.
The vast majority of faculty in the study, both interview participants and survey
respondents, felt that the goal of A&P was one of three somewhat overlapping goals: to
determine whether students had the necessary knowledge and skills for the course into
which they are placed; to place students into a course that is not too hard or too easy;
and to place students where they are most likely to be successful. Interviewees also
identified the goals of creating homogenous classes and placing as many students as
possible into the college level course, although they generally felt that these were goals
of other faculty and administrators, not their own perspective. In contrast with the
interviews, these were the least commonly selected goals on the survey. However,
based on the interviews, the goal of placing more students into the college level course
was often the goal of administrators, so an assessment of social validity from their
perspective may have yielded more responses to this item.
Responses to the items asking whether each method achieved what faculty think
should be the goals of A&P perhaps reveal more useful social validity information than
the social validity scores that were calculated across all items for each placement
method. As seen in Chapter 4, an analysis of the mean social validity score for each
placement method based on each goal revealed few meaningful differences between
the three methods. However clear differences emerged when focusing only on the item
asking whether the placement method achieves the desired goal of A&P. Among faculty
who responded that the most important goal of A&P is to determine whether a student
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has the foundational knowledge and skills needed, 77% agreed that multiple measures
placement achieved this goal, 57% agreed standardized test scores achieved this goal,
but only 43% agreed that guided self-placement achieved this goal. Among respondents
who said that the most important goal is to place students into a course that is not too
hard or too easy, 83% agreed that MMP achieves this goal, compared to 55% for GSP
and 52% for placement tests. Among faculty who indicated that the most important goal
is to place students into the course where they are most likely to be successful, 78%
agreed that MMP achieved this goal, compared to 65% for GSP and 61% for placement
tests. Regardless of what they selected as the most important goal of A&P, respondents
were most likely to say that MMP achieved that goal; overall, 82% of the respondents
felt that MMP achieved the goal of A&P, compared to 59% for GSP and 50% for
placement tests. Complete responses can be found in Table 5.1.
Table 5.1 Perspectives on Whether Each Method Achieves the Goal of A&P
Which of the following do you think is the most important goal of assessment
and placement?

Agree the Method
Achieves this Goal
Tests MMP
GSP

To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and skills
needed for the course into which they are placed (n=35)

57%

77%

43%

To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where
they can be challenged but still be successful (n=29)

52%

83%

55%

To place students in the class where they are most likely to be successful
(n=23)

61%

78%

65%

To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take and what
supports they need (n=8)

25%

100%

100%

To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible
(n=4)

50%

100%

75%

To address equity gaps (n=4)

25%

100%

75%

To predict success in the course into which students are placed (n=2)

0%

50%

50%

To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level course
(n=2)

0%

100%

100%

Total (n=107)

50%

82%

59%
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To summarize, when assessing the goals component of social validity,
community college math and English faculty indicated that the primary goals of
assessment and placement are to assess knowledge and skills, to place students into a
course that is not too hard or too easy, and to maximize their chances for success. They
also most strongly agreed that MMP is designed to achieve these goals. Overall, in terms
of the goals component of social validity, faculty were most positive about MMP,
followed by GSP, and then standardized placement tests. As Ellis et al. (1984) noted,
stakeholders are unlikely to support interventions that fail to address what they see as
important goals, regardless of data supporting an intervention’s effectiveness.
The Implementation Procedures of Assessment and Placement
The second component of social validity is the extent to which the procedures
are seen as appropriate and acceptable; my second research question about
implementation procedures was answered based on interview questions asking
participants about the strengths and challenges of the three placement methods along
with three survey questions consisting of Likert items that asked about various
components and characteristics of each placement method, including asking about their
design and implementation.
Based on the interviews, faculty felt that standardized placement tests are easy
to implement and use and are seen as objective; however they questioned this
perception of objectivity, usually indicating that it was not their own perspective but
rather the perspective of other faculty and administrators. In general, interviewees did
not feel positively about the use of standardized test scores for placement, saying they
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could be expensive, were designed poorly, did not account for student behaviors around
testing, and set a bad tone for students’ first interaction with the college. These findings
were largely supported by the survey results; although only a slight majority of
respondents agreed that placement tests were objective and easy to implement, more
than two-thirds of respondents agreed that computerized testing created challenges,
tests reflected only a single point in time, and students do not take tests seriously or
prepare for them; these were all themes that also emerged in the interviews.
The faculty who were interviewed felt more positively about multiple measures,
appreciating that MMP is a more holistic way of assessing students that advantageously
includes a consideration of non-cognitive attributes that are important to student
success. However, they were also concerned about challenges associated with collecting
various measures, particularly high school GPAs, which can make the method harder to
implement. Survey respondents were slightly less positive about the implementation
procedures of MMP, with fewer than half agreeing that high school GPAs were a good
assessment of non-cognitive skills. Interestingly, they largely agreed that MMP was easy
to implement and required reasonable resources, unlike the interviewees who discussed
many of the challenges with implementation. However, many of the interviewees were
involved in placement reform at their institutions, so they may have been more aware
of the logistical issues of implementing MMP.
In the interviews, faculty were generally positive about guided self-placement as
a placement method, despite numerous concerns about implementation challenges.
They appreciated the opportunity to have early conversations with students and the
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focus on student autonomy, generally feeling that students could be trusted to make
good decisions. However, they were worried about how to effectively guide students in
making good decisions, including what information should be provided to students, how
to communicate that information, and how to ensure that those communicating the
information did not inappropriately influence students’ choices. Survey respondents
were less confident regarding student autonomy, with the majority disagreeing that
students are generally capable of making well-informed choices about their placement.
However, they agreed with interviewees that GSP starts students off on the right foot in
college with a conversation. Survey respondents were also very concerned about the
influence of who guides the GSP process, with strong agreement that it is difficult to
consistently implement GSP because it is dependent on who is guiding the students.
Assessing faculty perspectives on the procedures of the three assessment and
placement methods was complicated by the differences in each method, making it
difficult to compare across the three placement methods. Although I did include an item
asking about whether the resources needed were reasonable and another item asking
whether it was easy to implement each method, all of the other items assessing
placement procedures were distinct to each method. There were only minimal
differences in responses to the item about resources, with approximately 70% of
respondents agreeing that each method was reasonable. However, although a slight
majority of respondents (54%) agreed that standardized placement tests were easy and
straightforward to use, only 41% agreed that MMP was easy, and 36% agreed that GSP
was easy to use. Complete responses can be found in Table 5.2.
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Table 5.2 Perspectives on the Procedures of Placement Methods
Tests

MMP

GSP

The resources needed (time, money, staffing, etc.) to place students using
this method are reasonable.

67%

71%

70%

It is relatively easy and straightforward to place students using this method.

54%

41%

36%

The literature on the procedures component of social validity focuses on the
extent to which procedures are acceptable, appropriate, feasible, and usable. In this
study, the interviews and survey responses revealed three areas of focus. The first was
whether the tools and measures being used were designed to capture useful placement
information. Survey respondents and interview participants generally agreed that
standardized placement tests were not designed to assess the appropriate knowledge
and skills or identify students needing support. Similarly, survey respondents indicated
that GPAs, the most commonly used measure in multiple measures placement, also did
a poor job of assessing knowledge and skills; interview participants felt more positively
about GPA as a measure, while recognizing the pitfalls. Interview participants also
expressed concerns about the tools used for guided self-placement and whether they
were designed to capture the right information to effectively guide students.
The second area of focus related to procedures was how colleges logistically
implement placement practices. Although only a slight majority of survey respondents
agreed that it was relatively easy and straightforward to place students using
standardized test scores, interview participants pointed to the ease of implementation
as the primary advantage of placement tests; however, they did not feel that this ease
of implementation outweighed what they saw as larger disadvantages of tests. They
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were more concerned about the pitfalls of implementing high stakes testing at one
point in time as part of an already busy onboarding process. The logistics of
implementing multiple measures placement were seen as more complicated; the
majority of survey respondents disagreed that it was easy and straightforward to use
MMP, and interviewees specifically pointed to issues with efficiently and effectively
collecting and processing high school GPAs and other measures. The logistics of
implementing guided self-placement were seen as even more complicated; almost twothirds of survey respondents disagreed that it was easy and straightforward to use GSP,
and interviewees extensively discussed the challenges of implementation. These
included effectively identifying the right information to provide to students and how to
communicate that information in a user-friendly way.
The third area of focus related to procedures was how students experience the
placement process; although there was no discussion in the interviews about how
students experience MMP, there was extensive discussion about the student experience
with testing and GSP. Interviewees and a large majority of survey respondents felt that
students did not take placement tests seriously and did not prepare for them. Faculty
were also concerned about students struggling with computerized testing formats. The
student experience was an even more critical component of GSP. Interviewees and
survey respondents were very concerned about whether those guiding the process
would inappropriately influence students’ choices, whether students had a realistic
perspective on their own abilities, and whether they were capable of making good
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choices about placement. However, faculty also felt that GSP was a good introduction to
college for students.
To summarize, when assessing the implementation procedures component of
social validity, community college math and English faculty indicated that they were
concerned about whether each method is designed to elicit usable information for
placement, the logistical challenges of implementing each method, and how students
experience the placement process. As one instructor stated, “nothing implemented
poorly will work.” Overall, faculty did not feel overwhelmingly positive about the
implementation procedures of any of the placement methods, beyond agreeing that the
resources required to place students were reasonable; the majority of faculty disagreed
with almost all of the positively worded items related to implementation and agreed
with almost all of the negatively worded items for all three A&P methods. Negative
perspectives about how different placement methods are implemented could result in
issues with implementation fidelity.
The Outcomes of Assessment and Placement Methods
The third component of social validity is the extent to which the effects of an
intervention, both intended and unintended, are satisfactory. My third research
question about the outcomes of each placement method was answered based on an
interview question about the results of using each method along with three sets of
Likert items on the survey asking about various aspects of each placement method,
including items that asked about outcomes.
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In general, faculty who were interviewed felt that standardized placement tests
underplace too many students, particularly those who are already marginalized; all but
one faculty member felt that placement tests resulted in inaccurate placement decisions
due to their design and implementation challenges. Survey responses were more varied,
with half of the respondents agreeing that using test scores resulted in the appropriate
placement for most students and half disagreeing. However, only 36% of faculty agreed
that placement tests effectively assessed student knowledge and skills, and only 40%
agreed that they effectively identified students in need of support. Also, almost twothirds agreed that using placement tests created equity gaps in student placement.
In the interviews, faculty generally felt more positively about the outcomes of
multiple measures placement, saying it resulted in more accurate placement decisions,
because it provides a more holistic picture of the student. However, they were also
concerned that high school GPAs can be inflated, compromising the accuracy of
placement decisions and resulting in more students being overplaced compared to
standardized placement tests. Survey responses generally aligned with the interview
findings. Almost three-fourths of the faculty agreed that MMP results in the appropriate
placement for most students, but they were also concerned about GPAs being inflated
and thus not reflecting the knowledge and skills needed for the college level course.
They also agreed that MMP reduced equity gaps in placement and resulted in more
students completing the college level course.
Interviewees were concerned about the outcomes of guided self-placement,
including both underplacement and overplacement, depending on the type of student;
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however, they also felt that the GSP process itself resulted in students being more
motivated and invested in their education. They were also concerned about how the
resulting misplacement could lead to backlash from students who were not successful.
Finally, they were concerned about the impact of students overplacing themselves on
other support services at the college, particularly tutoring services. Survey respondents
were much more worried about overplacement than underplacement compared to the
interviewees; 70% agreed that students would place themselves too high compared to
43% who agreed that students would place themselves too low. Respondents were
almost evenly divided on whether GSP results in the appropriate placement for most
students, with 48% agreeing and 52% disagreeing. They also agreed that students would
not choose to take a developmental course if they were not required to take it; however
there was high agreement that there would be less resistance from students in the
developmental courses because they had chosen to take them.
The primary outcome of interest for assessment and placement is whether the
student has been placed, or placed themselves, appropriately. What respondents
consider to be appropriate may be related to what they see as the goal of A&P, so I
examined each goal and whether those who selected that goal felt that each placement
method placed most students appropriately. Among faculty who indicated that the most
important goal of A&P is to determine whether a student has the knowledge and skills
needed, 69% felt that multiple measures placement resulted in the appropriate
placement for most students. Just under half felt that standardized placement tests
placed students correctly, and fewer than one-third felt that guided self-placement
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resulted in the appropriate placement. Among respondents who said the most
important goal is to place students into a course that is not too hard or too easy, 79%
felt that MMP resulted in the appropriate placement for most students, compared to
59% for tests and 41% for GSP. Among respondents who indicated that the most
important goal is to place students into the course where they are most likely to be
successful, 65% agreed that MMP resulted in the appropriate placement for most
students, compared to 57% for tests, and 52% for GSP. For almost all goals, faculty were
most likely to agree that MMP resulted in the appropriate placement for most students.
Overall, 73% of the respondents felt that MMP correctly placed students, compared to
just 50% for tests and 48% for GSP. Complete responses can be found in Table 5.3.
Table 5.3 Perspectives on Whether Each Method Results in the Appropriate Placement
Which of the following do you think is the most important goal of
assessment and placement?

Agree the Method Results
in Appropriate Placement
Tests

MMP

GSP

To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and
skills needed for the course into which they are placed (n=35)

49%

69%

31%

To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where
they can be challenged but still be successful (n=29)

59%

79%

41%

To place students in the class where they are most likely to be successful
(n=23)

57%

65%

52%

To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take and
what supports they need (n=8)

25%

75%

100%

To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible
(n=4)

25%

100%

50%

To address equity gaps (n=4)

50%

75%

75%

To predict success in the course into which students are placed (n=2)

50%

100%

100%

To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level course
(n=2)

50%

50%

50%

Total (n=107)

50%

73%

48%
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To summarize, when assessing the outcomes component of social validity,
faculty felt most positively about MMP as a placement method, agreeing that it placed
most students correctly and reduced equity gaps in placement compared to
standardized placement tests. They were more divided regarding the social validity of
standardized placement tests and GSP, with approximately half agreeing that each
method correctly placed students. However, almost two-thirds agreed that placement
tests increased equity gaps in placement, and a slight majority agreed that GSP reduced
those equity gaps. Although several of the faculty who were interviewed spoke of how
none of the placement methods could accurately place all students, a college where
only half of the faculty think the placement process accurately places most students
could struggle with faculty resistance.
Social Validity and Adult Education Philosophies
It is important to understand not only whether stakeholder groups have a
positive perspective on interventions but also why they feel positively or negatively
(Schwartz & Baer, 1991). Researchers have noted that social validity may be related to
how well interventions align with prior beliefs, personal values, and philosophies of
education (Harrison et al., 2013; Ogilvie & McCrudden, 2017; Rademaker et al., 2021).
To explore this issue, my fourth research question asked how faculty perspectives on
assessment and placement related to their adult education philosophies. This question
was answered based on five survey questions that were based on Zinn’s (1990)
Philosophy of Adult Education Inventory. Although interviewees were not explicitly
asked about their educational philosophy and how that might relate to their
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perspectives on A&P, philosophical issues did emerge during the interviews, particularly
related to guided self-placement. One interviewee in particular talked about how there
was a much larger philosophical leap when adopting GSP. They connected opposition to
GSP to faculty perceptions of students as vessels to be filled with knowledge, which
would align with a liberal adult education philosophy; they also discussed some faculty’s
fears of giving students autonomy, in opposition to a radical adult education philosophy.
Survey responses did not reveal any strong relationships between educational
philosophies and perspectives on the three methods of A&P. Higher social validity
scores for placement tests were most strongly correlated with the behaviorist
philosophy, which is logical as the behaviorist philosophy is characterized by an
emphasis on skills, clear learning objectives, and educators directing student learning.
Higher social validity scores for guided self-placement were most strongly correlated
with the humanistic philosophy, which is also logical as this philosophy is characterized
by facilitating personal growth, the idea of students as self-directed learners, and a
partnership between students and educators. In general, social validity scores for
placement tests were more positively correlated with educational philosophies that
were more teacher-centered, while social validity scores for guided self-placement were
more positively correlated with philosophies that were less teacher-centered. However,
all of the correlations were small or negligible, ranging from -0.23 to 0.23.
Although any relationships I found between educational philosophies and
perspectives on the three methods of A&P were weak, one unexpected and interesting
finding from the survey was that some faculty clearly do not consider themselves to be
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adult educators. Possibly some were conflating adult education with adult basic
education, but some responses to an open-ended question asking if they had any other
thoughts to share reflected the perspective that the philosophical issues raised were not
relevant to some classes or that some college students were not adults. For example,
one respondent said, “I do not think your adult education questions were relevant to
community college math education,” and another referenced these items and said,
“many of those issues are not relevant to a math class.” Another respondent indicated
that their responses to those items would depend on whether they were teaching a
developmental course or a Calculus course and the age of their students.
While some respondents may have only been teaching concurrently enrolled
high school students, community college students are generally adults, even if they are
traditionally aged. However, at least a few respondents were drawing a distinction
between younger and older college students. According to one respondent, “questions
on the prior page seemed to assume that older adults taking college classes want
something different out of them than young people.” However, adult education is not
limited just to older students; younger college students are still adults, and adult
learning theories and philosophies apply to them as well. This issue is especially relevant
in regard to guided self-placement, as faculty who do not see their students as adults
may be less likely to trust students to be capable of making good decisions.
Differences in Math and English Faculty Perspectives on Social Validity
The fifth research question about the differences in math and English faculty
perspectives was answered based on comparing responses from math and English
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faculty who were interviewed and examining differences between survey responses for
the two groups. Based on the interviews, few differences in the perspectives of math
and English faculty emerged. They had similar views on the goals of A&P, the strengths
and weaknesses of the three placement methods, and the best methods for placing
students. However, almost all of the interview participants were involved in
developmental education reform at their institutions to varying degrees, suggesting
they may not be representative of other faculty. The main differences that emerged
were when interviewees were discussing how other faculty at their institution might feel
about these issues and whether they felt there were differences between math and
English assessment and placement.
There was general consensus in the interviews among both math and English
faculty that math A&P was complicated by having multiple math pathways and often
more levels of developmental coursework. In English, students were generally placed
into college level English, a co-requisite course, or one stand-alone developmental
course. However, in math, students could be placed into college Algebra, statistics,
quantitative reasoning, or several career math options. Each of these courses could
have a co-requisite support course and there may also be multiple levels of stand-alone
developmental coursework. Two of the interviewees speculated that this complexity
could affect how math faculty viewed guided self-placement, as the process of guiding
students to make a choice about which courses to take would be more complicated.
Several instructors also spoke of how high school GPA may be a better reflection
of reading and writing skills which are assessed across the curriculum, unlike math, with
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one saying, “you could do brilliantly in everything and get Ds in all of your math classes
and still have a pretty good GPA.” They suggested that this might affect how math
faculty viewed multiple measures placement, which often relies on high school GPA.
Interestingly, some differences in opinion emerged about the extent to which
each content area is more skills based. One English instructor talked about how math
involved more discrete skills and “either you can do it, or you can’t,” whereas English
was more complex, and confidence played a large role in students’ success. Later in the
same day, I interviewed a math instructor who conversely spoke of how it was English
that was more focused on skills, and the English faculty at their institution were more
resistant to guided self-placement as a result, because they were not very good at
differentiating instruction and wanted more homogenous classes to ensure students
came into their classes with the skills they needed.
Survey responses revealed more differences between the perspectives of math
and English faculty. They generally had similar perspectives on the most important goal
of A&P; however, when given the opportunity to select multiple goals, math faculty on
average selected more goals than English faculty. In particular, they were more likely to
select the goals of placing students into a class that is not too hard or too easy,
predicting course success, maximizing placement into the college level course, and
creating more homogenous classes.
When looking at the three different placement methods, math faculty generally
felt more positively about standardized placement tests, with higher agreement on the
positively worded items and lower agreement on the negatively worded items. In
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particular, they were more likely to feel that placement tests were objective and
designed to achieve the goals of A&P, but less likely to agree that computerized testing
created challenges, that scores reflected a single point in time, and that placement tests
created equity gaps. Math faculty also had a higher mean social validity score for
standardized placement tests and were more likely to indicate that standardized
placement test scores were the best method to place students, alone or in combination
with other measures, compared to English faculty.
Interestingly, math and English faculty had similar levels of agreement about
whether multiple measures placement was designed to achieve the goals of A&P and
whether it resulted in the appropriate placement. Where they differed was in the extent
to which they felt high school GPAs were a good measure; English faculty felt more
positively about GPA as a measure of knowledge and skills, while math faculty were
more likely to feel that high school GPAs were inflated. English faculty had a higher
mean social validity score for MMP and were also more likely to indicate that MMP was
the best method to place students, alone or in combination with guided self-placement.
Differences in math and English faculty perspectives regarding guided selfplacement were negligible, with one exception; English faculty were much more likely to
feel that students were capable of making well informed choices about their own
placement. English faculty had a higher mean social validity score for guided selfplacement compared to math faculty, but the difference was small.
Differences in the adult education philosophies of math and English faculty were
also negligible. Scores for each philosophy could range from 5 to 25 points for each
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philosophical orientation, and the mean scores for math and English faculty were all
within one point of each other on each philosophical orientation.
Challenges and Benefits of Assessing the Social Validity of Assessment and Placement
This study makes clear the complexity not only of the different placement
methods themselves, but also faculty perspectives on those methods. In general, faculty
felt most positively about the goals, implementation, and outcomes of multiple
measures placement, with 82% agreeing MMP achieved the desired goals of A&P, 71%
agreeing that the resources needed to place students using MMP were reasonable, and
73% agreeing that MMP resulted in the appropriate placement for most students.
Interestingly, they felt this way despite a majority of respondents also agreeing that high
school GPAs are often inflated and do not necessarily reflect ability and disagreeing that
GPAs are a good assessment of non-cognitive, math, or composition skills.
Much of the literature on social validity makes clear that the benefits of
assessing social validity lie in identifying areas of stakeholder resistance or
misconceptions, implementation challenges, and unintended outcomes. In this study,
the social validity scores for each placement method did not reveal usable information.
However, individual questions about the goals of A&P and various aspects of each
placement method have helped identify places where faculty hold both positive and
negative views of each placement method; this information could be used to improve
the implementation of placement policies and practices. Even when a majority of
respondents felt positively about some aspect of a placement method, there were a
substantial minority of faculty who felt negatively. Depending on how vocal these
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faculty are, they could undermine implementation. Researchers have emphasized the
importance of buy-in to the A&P process as a key factor in the successful
implementation of developmental education reform (Blakesley, 2002; Jaggars and
Hodara, 2013; Maldonado, 2019; Moos and van Zanen, 2019; Morante, 1989; Toth,
2019). Without this support, faculty may actively or passively resist change, which could
be especially impactful when implementing guided self-placement where faculty
advisors may inappropriately influence students’ placement decisions.
Additionally, assessing social validity, particularly using qualitative methods, can
help surface threats to other forms of validity evidence. Faculty concerns about the
extent to which the various placement tools and measures are designed to effectively
capture meaningful placement data raise questions about the evidence for the content
aspect of validity. Their concerns about how students experience the placement process
raise questions about the evidence for substantive and response process validity.
Finally, faculty concerns about the intended and unintended outcomes of the different
placement methods raise questions about consequential validity. Particularly with less
studied and more complex methods of A&P, such as guided self-placement, assessing
social validity could be a helpful way to reveal potential threats to validity so they can be
studied in more detail and proactively mitigated.
Limitations
The primary limitation of this study is a common one, that of sampling issues and
resulting questions of generalizability. The ten faculty who volunteered their time to talk
about assessment and placement in return for the nominal compensation of a $25 gift
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card were likely not representative of all math and English community college faculty
across the country. All of these faculty were highly engaged in our discussions and
clearly had spent much time grappling with issues around developmental education
reform. In general, they were likely more supportive of reform efforts and more
knowledgeable about different placement methods than the general population of
community college faculty.
I also cannot know the extent to which survey respondents were representative
of all community college math and English faculty in the state or country. Because
participation was voluntary, respondents may have represented extreme views
including those most in favor and most opposed to placement reform. Also, based on an
email I received from an instructor telling me that “I am an adjunct and am not involved
in placement and am not qualified to answer your survey questions,” I suspect that
some adjunct faculty may have felt that the survey was not intended for them. So the
responses may be more representative of full-time faculty and those more directly
involved in placement at their institutions. Failing to clarify in the survey instructions
that both adjunct faculty and full-time faculty were welcome to participate and that it
was not necessary for them to be involved in assessment and placement at their
institution was an oversight on my part.
Participation in the survey may also have been limited due to the length of the
survey. Every effort was made to keep the length as short as possible, including reducing
the number of adult education philosophy questions, but the survey was attempting to
assess the social validity of three different placement methods, which resulted in a
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longer survey than desired. Others interested in assessing social validity might be
advised to focus on a single placement method at a time.
The interpretation of findings may also be limited by participants’ lack of
knowledge about some placement methods. According to Rademaker et al. (2021),
“before social validity can be evaluated, preferably, a good understanding of the
intervention is needed” (p. 10). I was interested in faculty opinions, knowing that people
often have opinions about things they are not very knowledgeable about, and I did not
want to influence their responses by providing overly prescriptive definitions of the
different placement methods. I did provide a brief description of each placement
method on the survey, but I may have needed to include more detail; however, because
MMP and GSP in particular are implemented in a variety of ways, constructing detailed
descriptions that encompassed the various forms of implementation would have been
difficult.
Finally, in assessing the outcomes component of social validity, I neglected to
assess the extent to which faculty valued potential outcomes of the different methods
to be important. I asked if they agreed that different effects were evident, not whether
they were desirable. For example, faculty who agreed that placement tests created
equity gaps may not see equity in placement as a priority, so this outcome would not
negatively affect their perspective of placement tests. Similarly, faculty who agreed that
guided self-placement leads to less resistance from students in the developmental
courses may not see that as important enough information to factor into their overall
opinion about GSP. A survey item asking respondents what they see as the desired
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outcomes of assessment and placement, similar to the question about the goals of A&P,
could have helped clarify this.
Implications for Future Research
As previously discussed, there is a dearth of literature related to each of the
following: faculty perspectives on assessment and placement; the social validity of A&P
practices; and guided self-placement at community colleges, particularly in math. This
study has added to the body of research on these topics. However, more research is
needed.
This includes more research on how faculty perspectives on developmental
education in general, and assessment and placement in particular relate to their
educational philosophies. Although this study did not reveal a strong relationship
between philosophies and perspectives on placement, this could be due to limitations
with the way respondents’ educational philosophies were assessed. These survey items
were based on Zinn’s (1990) Philosophy of Adult Education Inventory; however, the
survey developed for this study only included five items instead of the full 15 items and
used rank ordering response options instead of a series of Likert items. Although the five
items performed well in reliability testing overall, the subscales for each philosophical
orientation had incredibly poor reliability, and there was a very limited range of scores.
Also, as discussed previously, some respondents clearly did not see themselves as adult
educators and may have interpreted all of those items only in the context of older,
returning students. However, despite these measurement issues, higher social validity
scores for placement tests did align more with higher philosophy scores on the

183

philosophical orientations that are more teacher-centered and higher social validity
scores for guided self-placement aligned more with higher philosophy scores on
philosophical orientations that were more student-centered; more study on these
relationships is warranted.
This study supports the usefulness of social validity as a framework for studying
faculty perspectives on assessment and placement practices, but research on the
perspectives of other stakeholder groups would also be valuable. Administrators may
have different goals and priorities that impact how they view A&P, particularly what
they hope to achieve by selecting a placement method and what they see as meaningful
outcomes. Understanding the perspectives of advisors is also critical; Maldonado (2019)
pointed to the gatekeeping power of advisors and the influence they have on whether
students retest and how multiple measures data are interpreted. Similarly, Blakesley
(2002) identified advisors as one of the groups that needed to be convinced of the
legitimacy of guided self-placement. GSP is perhaps the method where social validity as
a framework has the most use; understanding the perspectives not only of those guiding
the process but also the students being guided is crucial to understanding how GSP is
being implemented and where implementation procedures should be adjusted.
More research is needed in general on GSP at community colleges, where the
developmental education structures that students are placing themselves into are often
much more complicated than at four-year institutions. Also, the sheer volume of
students needing to be placed at community colleges can further complicate the
process of implementing GSP; and community colleges may not have the resources
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required to have individual placement conversations with every incoming student,
depending on the size of their enrollment, how many advisors they have, and whether
faculty also advise students. Research is needed to learn more about the unique
challenges of community colleges implementing GSP, including how differences in
resources drive decision making around which placement methods are used and how
they are implemented.
More research is also needed on the equity implications of GSP. Issues of equity
were largely outside of the scope of this study, with the exception of three survey items
which showed that 64% of the survey respondents felt that using standardized
placement test scores resulted in equity gaps, while 65% felt that MMP reduced those
gaps, and 53% felt GSP reduced those gaps. Additionally a couple of interviewees raised
concerns about testing and equity, with one instructor saying that placement tests
disenfranchised marginalized students and another noting that “if you can afford to pay
someone to teach you how to take the test, it's not a level playing field.” Interviewees
were also concerned about GSP and equity. The disproportionate placement of already
marginalized student populations into developmental coursework is one driver of
placement reform; however, depending on how it is implemented, GSP could result in
more equity issues if those guiding the GSP process insert their own biases into the
process or students are influenced by internalized bias. Although survey respondents
were more concerned about overplacement due to students overestimating their
abilities, poor design and implementation of GSP could result in underplacement of
marginalized student populations. As one survey respondent shared, “I think the GSP
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tool would be a good tool to place students, but it has to be designed with equity in
mind.” More research is needed that disaggregates the outcomes of using GSP and
examines how different student groups interact with the process, to ensure GSP does
not worsen already existing equity gaps in placement.
Research on assessment and placement should also include more details on how
placement methods look in practice at the colleges being studied; it was clear from this
study that different colleges were implementing multiple measures placement and
guided self-placement in a variety of ways. Consequently, faculty were referring to
sometimes very different processes when referencing MMP and GSP, and one survey
respondent noted, “I think GSP and MMP are conflated by many people.” Similarly,
research studies on A&P must be more transparent about the structures into which
students are being placed, including whether there are alternate math pathways, corequisite support courses, multiple levels of developmental coursework, and integrated
or separate reading and writing courses. This issue of needing to better understand the
details of how assessment and placement policies and practices are designed and
implemented, and the context within which they are functioning, will be discussed in
greater detail when discussing recommendations for practice.
Recommendations for Policy and Practice
Although guided self-placement was not the intended focus of this study, a
disproportionate amount of time was spent discussing GSP in the interviews, possibly
because it was newer to the colleges and possibly because it is more complicated than
the other two methods. It was clear from the interviews that some institutions have
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developed their GSP processes in isolation with limited understanding of what the
method can look like. Colleges considering implementing GSP should explore the variety
of ways in which it can be designed and implemented, by reviewing the literature and
connecting with other community colleges that have already implemented GSP. Six of
the ten interview participants, knowing I had been studying GSP for a few years,
extended the interview to ask me questions about how it was implemented at other
colleges, including details of their self-assessment tools and how they dealt with
resource issues, particularly limited advising capacity. Colleges may be unnecessarily
reinventing the wheel and encountering challenges that they could have proactively
mitigated with greater knowledge of how other colleges are already implementing GSP.
Whatever tools and processes they choose to use as part of GSP, colleges should
be transparent and explicit about how they are guiding students to make a placement
decision. Tools and processes should be developed with faculty involvement and a clear
alignment with the curriculum in the math and English courses into which students are
going to be placing themselves. Students should be provided with clear information
about the college course options and the types of support available, including corequisite and stand-alone developmental courses. The process should be designed to
mitigate implicit and explicit bias on the part of the faculty and staff guiding the process
and the students being guided to make a placement decision to ensure equity gaps in
placement are alleviated rather than exacerbated.
More broadly, colleges should be intentional about the goals and intended
outcomes of their placement policies and practices and ensure that they select

187

placement methods designed to achieve those goals and produce those outcomes.
Several of the interviewees expressed confusion about what their colleges were trying
to accomplish with placement, with one instructor saying, “I’m not quite sure what the
outcomes are or what we were working toward.” Some interviewees indicated that
their institutions moved from using a placement test to using multiple measures
placement as a means of addressing high developmental course placement rates.
However, these colleges are now considering GSP, which could result in an increase in
developmental course placement rates if students underplace themselves. Similarly, if
the goal is to address equity gaps in placement, GSP may not be the solution, as
discussed previously. Additionally, some colleges are implementing MMP and GSP
together as a tiered system whereby students first are placed into the college level
course if they have above a certain high school GPA and then the remaining students
are guided through the GSP process. If the goal is to increase student autonomy and
ownership of their education, a two-tiered system is unlikely to achieve this when only
students below a certain GPA cut-off experience the GSP process (Coleman & Smith,
2021). Colleges should consider what each placement method is designed to do,
examine outcomes from similar colleges that have implemented each method, and
decide what their priorities are before choosing a placement method.
However, these recommendations require colleges to evaluate their placement
practices more robustly and to share that information with other colleges. In my work as
a program evaluator working with community colleges across the country, I have
repeatedly seen reform efforts abandoned because a college tries something new, it
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does not go according to plan or anecdotal evidence suggests it was not successful, the
college deems it a failure, and it eventually moves on to the next big trend. Colleges
need to be more intentional in identifying what a successful placement policy would
look like for their institution, and then evaluating both implementation procedures and
outcomes on an ongoing basis.
One crucial component of evaluation, lacking in much of the literature on
assessment and placement, is clearly identifying and describing the program, policy, or
practice that is being implemented; in evaluation, we call this the evaluand, the object
of the evaluation. Robert Stake, a pioneer in the field of program evaluation, identified
“the two basic acts of evaluation…to be fully understood, the educational program must
be fully described and fully judged” (1977, p. 374). A failure to fully understand that
which you are evaluating results in what we sometimes refer to as black box
evaluations, where the extent to which the program achieved its intended outcomes is
measured, but there is limited understanding of what may have produced those
outcomes. It was clear from the interviews in this study that MMP and GSP often looked
very different from college to college; additionally, what faculty described sometimes
also looked very different from information I received from the state level student
success center about how each college was placing students. To some extent, this was
likely due to changes as a result of the ongoing pandemic, which affected the extent to
which colleges could conduct placement testing, rely on high school GPAs as part of
MMP, and advise students as part of GSP. Regardless, it is not feasible, or even
advisable, for all colleges to implement different placement methods in exactly the
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same way; as a result, research and evaluation findings about the outcomes of any
particular method are muddied at best and invalid at worst without a full understanding
of what was actually implemented and how it was implemented.
Evaluating the implementation process is especially important, not only because
this helps colleges fully describe the evaluand, but also because a failure to achieve
intended outcomes may be an issue with implementation rather than an issue with the
placement method itself. According to Stufflebeam (2000), another pioneer in the field
of program evaluation, “the most important purpose of evaluation is not to prove but to
improve” (p. 283). Studying implementation helps colleges identify where assessment
and placement processes may need to be improved. Over 20 years ago, when discussing
the diversity of developmental education approaches, Grubb (2001) noted that
“relatively few evaluations of remedial programs have been conducted, and many
existing evaluations are useless because, failing to recognize what the program does,
they provide little information about what should be changed to make it more effective”
(p. 374). This criticism holds true today and applies not only to developmental education
in general but also to assessment and placement in particular. All three of the
placement methods in this study can be implemented in a variety of ways both across
colleges and even within the same institution, and the potential for inconsistent
implementation increases with placement methods that are more complex and involve
more human interactions. These inconsistencies affect how we can reasonably interpret
outcome data; what do the outcome data even mean if a placement process is
implemented poorly or if students have very different experiences? Outcome
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evaluations provide evidence that a placement process may or may not be working, but
implementation evaluation is needed to gather information about why it may not be
producing the desired outcomes.
When evaluating their placement policies and practices, colleges should also
expand their ideas of what successful outcomes look like. The success of placement
methods is commonly operationalized by looking at whether a student passed or failed
the course. The assumption is that if the student passes the course, they were placed
correctly and if they fail the course, they were placed incorrectly. However, as several
interviewees noted, a lot of different factors go into whether a student passes or fails a
course. When talking about how to know whether students were placed correctly, one
faculty member said,
“Did they pass the class? I don’t necessarily think that means that they
were placed correctly, because they could have passed the next class, the
next higher up. They could have done even better. Maybe they were
bored in the lower class and didn’t put a whole lot of effort into it because
they didn’t feel challenged.”
Similarly, a student who fails a higher-level course may not have been
overplaced; they could have been placed properly, but other issues could have impacted
their success. So, course pass rates may not accurately reflect whether students have
been placed appropriately; additional measures may be needed. In particular, the focus
in much of the literature is on distal measures, such as course pass rates, which are
assessed after a student has received the intervention of developmental coursework. As
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Morante (1989) has suggested, the relationship between placement measures and
course grades should be small if the developmental course is functioning as intended.
Instead, colleges should examine more proximal measures, such as grades on earlier
assignments and student perspectives.
In their study of guided self-placement, Coleman and Smith (2021) surveyed
students about their own placement, asking them if they felt they were in the correct
course or if they should have been in a lower or higher-level course; they found that
student perspectives on the accuracy of their own placement diverged widely from
faculty perspectives on students’ placement. Student perspectives on their own
placement are neglected in the literature, and it could be incredibly valuable for colleges
to include student feedback about their own placement in comprehensive evaluations
of placement practices. Several of the faculty who were interviewed for this study spoke
of the importance of understanding student perspectives, with one saying, “if the goal is
to make them feel like they are challenged but can be successful, let’s ask them if that’s
how they feel.” Particularly in the case of guided self-placement which relies on the
assumption that students can be trusted to make good decisions about placement,
students should be trusted to provide feedback on whether they think they were
placed, or placed themselves, appropriately. This assessment of social validity from the
student perspective not only provides evidence about whether the placement process is
resulting in the appropriate placement but also information that could be used to
improve implementation processes to maximize the number of students who feel that
they are in the correct course for them.
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Assessing social validity should be an integral part of comprehensive evaluations
of the goals of assessment and placement at an institution; whether the methods being
used to place students are designed to achieve those goals; whether those methods are
being implemented consistently, appropriately, and as intended; and the outcomes of
selected placement policies and practices. Exploring the perspectives of those involved,
directly or indirectly, in the placement process can help provide valuable information
about the levels of support for change, whether there is a shared vision and goals,
where there may be implementation challenges, and the extent to which outcomes are
fully identified and understood. Efforts to create support for the need for reform often
focus almost exclusively on sharing outcome data to try and convince stakeholder
groups of the need for change; however, social validity may be influenced more by
opinions and expectations about an intervention and its effectiveness than outcome
data (Boardman et al., 2005; Carter & Pesko, 2008; Rademaker et al., 2021). In my own
experience working with community colleges, I have found that support for or
resistance to particular reforms may have less to do with a lack of awareness of
common outcome measures, such as success rates, and more to do with differences of
opinion regarding the goals of developmental education, how best to support students
and identify those needing support, and what success looks like. A greater
understanding of the perspectives of not only faculty but also administrators, advisors,
and especially students, could help community colleges build support for reform efforts,
proactively identify and address challenges, and implement stronger programs, policies,
and practices.
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Introduction: “I am a student in the Educational Psychology and Research Program at
the University of South Carolina. As part of my dissertation research, I am interviewing
math and English faculty about different methods of assessment and placement. This
research will explore faculty perceptions of the goals, implementation procedures, and
outcomes of using test scores, multiple measures placement, and guided self-placement
to place students into developmental or college-level coursework.
Thank you for agreeing to help me with my dissertation study. With your consent, I will
record this interview, but your responses will be kept confidential. The interview is
estimated to last for approximately 45-60 minutes. Do you have any questions before
we begin?
1. In general, what do you see as the goal of assessment and placement? Why do
colleges have assessment and placement processes for math and English?
2. What do you see as the goal of using each of the following methods for assessing
and placing students? What are colleges trying to accomplish when they use
each of these methods?
a. Standardized placement test scores
b. Multiple measures placement
c. Guided self-placement
3. What do you think are the strengths of using each of the following methods?
a. Standardized placement test scores
b. Multiple measures placement
c. Guided self-placement
4. What do you think are the weaknesses or challenges of using each of the
following methods?
a. Standardized placement test scores
b. Multiple measures placement
c. Guided self-placement
5. What do you think is the impact or results of using each of the following
methods?
a. Standardized placement test scores
b. Multiple measures placement
c. Directed self-placement
6. What do you think is the best way to assess and place students? Why?
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7. Do you have any additional thoughts to share about assessment and placement
or suggestions for another math or English faculty member you think would be a
good interviewee?
Thank you so much for your time! If you think of anything else you’d like to share,
please feel free to contact me.
.
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APPENDIX C
SURVEY
You are invited to participate in a dissertation study to explore the perspectives of community
college mathematics and English faculty on assessment and placement methods. This
dissertation study is being led by Dawn Coleman, a current PhD student in the Education
Psychology and Research program at the University of South Carolina. She is being supervised by
her faculty advisor, Christine DiStefano.
The goal of the survey is to investigate community college faculty views on standardized test
scores, multiple measures placement, and guided self-placement. You are eligible to participate
if you have taught reading, composition, English, math, or statistics within the last three years
(full-time or part-time).
If you choose to participate, you will be asked to complete a survey consisting of multiple-choice
and open-ended items. The survey will take approximately 15 minutes to complete. Taking part
in this study is completely voluntary. There are no known risks to completing this survey. If at
any time you feel uncomfortable answering some of the questions, you may end your
participation in the survey.
Participating in this survey will not benefit you directly, and you will not be directly
compensated for completing the survey. However, you will be helping expand knowledge of
faculty perspectives on different placement methods. Your assistance and feedback are greatly
appreciated.
Your participation and responses are anonymous. You will be asked to identify your college but
only so the distribution of responses across institutions can be determined. No additional
analysis will be conducted based on the college, and your responses will never be connected to
your institution. To maintain confidentiality, information will be reported in the aggregate.
By completing this survey, you are consenting to participate in this study.
If you have any questions or would like additional information about this study, please contact
Dawn Coleman at dawnrc@email.sc.edu. You may also contact Christine DiStefano at
distefan@mailbox.sc.edu.
If you would like to see a summary of results once they are analyzed, please contact Dawn
Coleman at dawnrc@email.sc.edu.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
1) What is the name of your college? This information will only be used to report how many
respondents came from each institution to show whether responses were geographically
representative. Your responses will never be connected to your institution.
2) What subject area(s) have you taught in the last three years? (check all that apply)
□ English Composition
□ English Literature
□ Reading
□ Integrated Reading and Writing
□ Algebra/Calculus pathway
□ Statistics pathway
□ Quantitative reasoning/Liberal arts math pathway
□ Career and Technical math
□ Other - Write In (Required):
3) Which level of coursework have you taught in the last three years? (check all that apply)
□ Stand-alone developmental course(s)
□ Co-requisite support course(s)
□ College level course(s)
4) Approximately how many years have you been teaching in higher education?
THE GOALS OF ASSESSMENT AND PLACEMENT
The next few questions ask about the overall goals of assessment and placement. Recognizing
that the issues may be different for placement into math and composition, please respond to
the items from the perspective of your own content area.
5) Which of the following do you think SHOULD be the goal(s) of assessment and placement?
(Check all that apply).
□ To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where they can be
challenged but still be successful
□ To place students in the class where they are most likely to be successful
□ To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and skills needed for
the course into which they are placed
□ To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible
□ To create more homogeneous classes so the instructor doesn’t have to teach to a wide
variety of skill levels
□ To predict success in the course into which students are placed
□ To address equity gaps
□ To identify and address affective issues (i.e. study skills, motivation, time management)
□ To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level course
□ To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take and what supports
they need
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6) Is there anything else that you think should be the goal of assessment and placement that
was not included in the list above?
7) Which of the following do you think is the MOST IMPORTANT goal of assessment and
placement? (select one response)
o To place students into a class that is not too hard and not too easy, where they can be
challenged but still be successful
o To place students in the class where they are most likely to be successful
o To determine whether a student has the foundational knowledge and skills needed for
the course into which they are placed
o To get as many students into the college level course as quickly as possible
o To create more homogeneous classes so the instructor doesn’t have to teach to a wide
variety of skill levels
o To predict success in the course into which students are placed
o To address equity gaps
o To identify and address affective issues (i.e. study skills, motivation, time management)
o To maximize the percentage of students who pass the college level course
o To give students autonomy and choice about which courses to take and what supports
they need
The next set of questions asks about some of the possible benefits and challenges of
implementing each of the three placement methods (placement tests, multiple measures
placement, and guided self-placement).
STANDARDIZED PLACEMENT TESTS
Placement using standardized placement tests refers to the process of placing students using a
standardized test score. This includes commercially developed tests (i.e. Compass, Accuplacer,
Alecks, Write Placer) or tests developed at your own institution. It does not include writing
samples graded by faculty at your institution.
If you have limited knowledge or experience with an item or if you are struggling with choosing
between responses, select the one that is closest to your opinion.
8) Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:
Strongly
disagree
a.

b.

c.

d.

Placement tests are designed to achieve what I
think should be the goal(s) of assessment and
placement.
Placement tests effectively assess student
knowledge and skills that are important to
student success.
Placement tests effectively identify students who
need support and would not otherwise be
successful in the college level course.
Placement tests are an objective way to assess
and place students.
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Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

e.

The resources needed (time, money, staffing,
etc.) to place students using placement tests are
reasonable.
f. It is relatively easy and straightforward to place
students using placement tests.
g. Computerized placement testing creates
challenges for some students that may result in
inaccurate test scores.
h. Placement test scores reflect a single point in
time and are not a good indicator of students’
knowledge and skills.
i. Placement tests may be overly expensive,
especially if students are able to retest multiple
times.
j. Many students do not take placement tests
seriously.
k. Many students do not prepare for placement
tests.
l. Placement using test scores results in the
appropriate placement for most students.
m. Placement using test scores creates equity gaps
in student placement.

MULTIPLE MEASURES PLACEMENT
Multiple measures placement (MMP) refers to the process of placing students using their high
school GPA or a combination of measures (possibly including GPA, test scores, grades in highest
math/English course completed, writing samples, non-cognitive assessments, etc.)
If you have limited knowledge or experience with an item or if you are struggling with choosing
between responses, select the one that is closest to your opinion.
9) Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:*
Strongly
disagree
a.
b.

c.

d.

MMP is designed to achieve what I think should
be the goal(s) of assessment and placement.
High school GPAs are generally a good
assessment of the non-cognitive skills students
need to be successful in college coursework
(i.e. grit, study skills, motivation)
High school GPAs are generally a good
reflection of the math/composition knowledge
and skills students need to be successful in
college level math/composition.
High school GPAs are often inflated, so they are
not a good indicator of students’ knowledge
and skills.
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Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Strongly
disagree
e.
f.

g.
h.
i.
j.

k.

l.

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Overall high school GPAs do not necessarily
reflect math/writing ability.
The resources needed (time, money, staffing,
etc.) to place students using MMP are
reasonable.
It is relatively easy and straightforward to place
students using MMP.
Placement using MMP results in the
appropriate placement for most students.
Placement using MMP reduces equity gaps in
placement compared to placement tests.
Placing students using MMP results in more
students successfully completing the college
level course compared to placement tests.
Placing students using MMP results in lower
course pass rates compared to placement
tests.
Placing students using MMP results in lower
standards in the college level course compared
to placement tests.

GUIDED SELF-PLACEMENT
Guided Self-Placement (GSP) refers to the process of guiding students through a self-assessment
process so that they can make their own decision about which courses to take.
If you have limited knowledge or experience with an item or if you are struggling with choosing
between responses, select the one that is closest to your opinion.
10) Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:*
Strongly
disagree
a.

b.

c.
d.

e.

GSP is designed to achieve what I think
should be the goal(s) of assessment and
placement.
The resources needed (time, money, staffing,
etc.) to place students using GSP are
reasonable.
It is relatively easy and straightforward to
place students using GSP.
Students are generally capable of making
well informed choices about their own
placement.
It is difficult to implement GSP consistently
because it is dependent on who is guiding
the students.

238

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

f.

Whoever is guiding the GSP process may
inappropriately influence students’ choices.
g. GSP starts students off on the right foot in
college with a conversation about their
strengths and challenges.
h. Placement using GSP results in the
appropriate placement for most students.
i. Placement using GSP reduces equity gaps in
placement compared to placement tests.
j. Most students will not spend the time and
money to take a developmental or corequisite support course if they are not
required to take it, even if they need the
support.
k. With GSP, more students will fail the college
level math/writing course.
l. With GSP, many students will overestimate
their abilities and place themselves too high.
m. With GSP, many students will underestimate
their abilities and place themselves too low.
n. GSP leads to less resistance from students in
developmental and co-requisite support
courses, because students have chosen to
take the course.
o. GSP is a return to the “right to fail” (aka "sink
or swim").

FINAL THOUGHTS ON ASSESSMENT AND PLACEMENT
11) What do you think would be the best way to assess and place students?
12) If you’d like to share any additional thoughts about placement, please do so here.
PHILOSOPHIES OF ADULT EDUCATION
I am interested in how faculty’s philosophies of adult education relate to their perspectives on
placement practices. The next five questions have been modified from Lorraine Zinn’s
Philosophy of Adult Education Inventory (PAEI).
For each of the following questions, please rearrange the answer options so that they are in
order from the one you agree with the most to the one you agree with the least.
13) The primary purpose of adult education is:
• To facilitate personal development on the part of the learner.
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•
•
•
•

To increase learners’ awareness of the need for social change and to enable them to
effect such change.
To develop conceptual and theoretical understanding.
To establish the learners’ capacity to solve individual and societal problems.
To develop the learners’ competency and mastery of specific skills.

14) My primary role as an educator of adults is to:
• Guide learners through learning activities with well-directed feedback.
• Systematically lead learners step by step in acquiring new information and
understanding of underlying theories and concepts.
• Help learners identify and learn to solve problems.
• Increase learners’ awareness of environmental and social issues and help them learn
how to have an impact on those situations.
• Facilitate learning activities, rather than directing them.
15) As an adult educator, I am most successful in situations:
• That are unstructured and flexible enough to follow learners’ interests.
• That are relatively structured with clear learning objectives and built-in feedback to the
learners.
• Where I can focus on practical skills and knowledge that can be used in solving
problems.
• Where the scope of the new material is relatively clear and the subject matter is
logically organized.
• Where the learners have some awareness of social and political issues and are willing to
explore the impact of such issues on their daily lives.
16) Decisions about what to include in an educational activity should be:
• Made mostly by the learner in consultation with the instructor.
• Based on what learners know and what the instructor believes they should know at the
end of the activity.
• Based on a consideration of key social and cultural situations.
• Based on a consideration of the learners’ needs, interests, and problems.
• Based on careful analysis by the instructor of the material to be covered and the
concepts to be taught.
17) Differences among adult learners:
• Are relatively unimportant as long as the learners gain a common base of understanding
through the learning experience.
• Enable them to learn best on their own time and in their own way.
• Are primarily due to differences in their life experiences and will usually lead them to
make different applications of new knowledge and skills to their own situations.
• Arise from their particular cultural and social situations and can be minimized as they
recognize common needs and problems.
• Will not interfere with their learning if each learner is given adequate opportunity for
practice and reinforcement.
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DEMOGRAPHICS
18) How do you identify?
o Female
o Male
o Non-binary
o I prefer to self-identify:
19) How do you identify? (check all that apply)
 Asian
 Black or African American
 Hispanic or Latino
 Native American/Alaskan Native
 Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
 White
 I prefer to self-identify:
20) If there is anything else you'd like to share, please do so.

.
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APPENDIX D
ITEM STATISTICS
Table D.1 Item Statistics
Item

N

Mean

SD

Median

Min

Max

Range

Skew

Kurtosis

SE

q8a

107

2.39

0.76

3

1

4

3

-0.40

-0.66

0.07

q8b

107

2.21

0.74

2

1

4

3

-0.08

-0.70

0.07

q8c

107

2.30

0.73

2

1

4

3

-0.08

-0.53

0.07

q8d

107

2.45

0.74

3

1

4

3

-0.65

-0.54

0.07

q8e

107

2.60

0.74

3

1

4

3

-0.89

0.10

0.07

q8f

107

2.46

0.78

3

1

4

3

-0.39

-0.54

0.08

q8g

107

3.28

0.64

3

2

4

2

-0.32

-0.74

0.06

q8h

107

2.93

0.76

3

2

4

2

0.12

-1.28

0.07

q8i

107

2.56

0.75

3

1

4

3

-0.01

-0.39

0.07

q8j

107

3.14

0.71

3

2

4

2

-0.20

-1.01

0.07

q8k

107

3.46

0.59

4

2

4

2

-0.53

-0.69

0.06

q8l

107

2.43

0.69

3

1

4

3

-0.44

-0.46

0.07

q8m

107

2.79

0.79

3

1

4

3

-0.09

-0.62

0.08

q9a

107

2.93

0.66

3

1

4

3

-0.70

1.27

0.06

q9b

107

2.36

0.84

2

1

4

3

-0.09

-0.74

0.08

q9c

107

2.17

0.81

2

1

4

3

0.23

-0.54

0.08

q9d

107

2.83

0.75

3

1

4

3

-0.26

-0.22

0.07

q9e

107

2.93

0.73

3

1

4

3

-0.19

-0.45

0.07

q9f

107

2.75

0.55

3

1

4

3

-0.39

0.17

0.05

q9g

107

2.34

0.64

2

1

4

3

-0.22

-0.53

0.06

q9h

107

2.77

0.64

3

1

4

3

-0.63

0.74

0.06

q9i

107

2.70

0.73

3

1

4

3

-0.35

-0.05

0.07

q9j

107

2.63

0.64

3

1

4

3

-0.15

-0.19

0.06

q9k

107

2.16

0.57

2

1

4

3

0.32

0.55

0.05

q9l

107

2.01

0.65

2

1

3

2

-0.01

-0.67

0.06

q10a

107

2.61

0.79

3

1

4

3

-0.24

-0.37

0.08

q10b

107

2.72

0.71

3

1

4

3

-0.64

0.38

0.07

q10c

107

2.31

0.69

2

1

4

3

0.19

-0.13

0.07

q10d

107

2.23

0.75

2

1

4

3

0.00

-0.57

0.07
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Item

N

Mean

SD

Median

Min

Max

Range

Skew

Kurtosis

SE

q10e

107

2.93

0.60

3

1

4

3

-0.23

0.44

0.06

q10f

107

3.05

0.52

3

2

4

2

0.06

0.61

0.05

q10g

107

2.91

0.52

3

1

4

3

-0.51

1.67

0.05

q10h

107

2.46

0.57

2

1

4

3

-0.14

-0.73

0.06

q10i

107

2.50

0.65

3

1

4

3

-0.32

-0.28

0.06

q10j

107

3.11

0.72

3

1

4

3

-0.32

-0.56

0.07

q10k

107

2.61

0.64

3

1

4

3

0.13

-0.39

0.06

q10l

107

2.79

0.63

3

1

4

3

-0.06

-0.19

0.06

q10m

107

2.44

0.68

2

1

4

3

0.31

-0.17

0.07

q10n

107

2.87

0.57

3

2

4

2

-0.02

-0.10

0.05

q10o

107

2.57

0.84

3

1

4

3

0.07

-0.65

0.08

q13a

107

3.93

1.08

4

2

5

3

-0.55

-1.04

0.10

q13b

107

1.62

0.90

1

1

5

4

1.52

1.84

0.09

q13c

107

3.31

1.18

3

1

5

4

-0.40

-0.64

0.11

q13d

107

2.68

1.26

2

1

5

4

0.52

-0.79

0.12

q13e

107

3.46

1.39

4

1

5

4

-0.51

-0.97

0.13

q14a

107

3.79

1.09

4

1

5

4

-0.64

-0.27

0.11

q14b

107

2.82

1.37

3

1

5

4

0.19

-1.27

0.13

q14c

107

3.75

1.07

4

1

5

4

-0.35

-0.98

0.10

q14d

107

1.45

0.82

1

1

5

4

2.23

5.59

0.08

q14e

107

3.19

1.23

3

1

5

4

0.13

-1.17

0.12

q15a

107

2.69

1.43

2

1

5

4

0.51

-1.10

0.14

q15b

107

3.80

1.33

4

1

5

4

-0.68

-0.98

0.13

q15c

107

3.39

1.01

3

1

5

4

-0.12

-0.54

0.10

q15d

107

3.47

1.13

4

1

5

4

-0.47

-0.48

0.11

q15e

107

1.64

1.00

1

1

5

4

1.47

1.10

0.10

q16a

107

2.09

1.14

2

1

5

4

1.15

0.64

0.11

q16b

107

3.93

1.13

4

1

5

4

-0.94

0.12

0.11

q16c

107

1.71

0.92

1

1

5

4

1.53

2.56

0.09

q16d

107

3.60

1.00

4

1

5

4

-0.21

-0.58

0.10

q16e

107

3.67

1.22

4

1

5

4

-0.69

-0.37

0.12

q17a

107

2.33

1.32

2

1

5

4

0.62

-0.84

0.13

q17b

107

2.66

1.23

3

1

5

4

0.17

-0.98

0.12

q17c

107

4.16

1.13

5

1

5

4

-1.18

0.30

0.11

q17d

107

2.74

1.25

3

1

5

4

0.13

-1.09

0.12

q17e

107

3.11

1.42

3

1

5

4

-0.12

-1.33

0.14

.
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APPENDIX E
RESULTS FROM LEVENE’S TESTS
Table E.1 Levene’s Test Results
Levene

df1

df2

Sig.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.072
0.287
0.287

1
1
1

105
105
96.735

0.789
0.593
0.593

0.105

1

105

0.747

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.061
0.110
0.110

1
1
1

105
105
104.938

0.805
0.741
0.741

0.052

1

105

0.821

Placement tests effectively identify
students who need support and would
not otherwise be successful in the
college level course.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.052
0.227
0.227

1
1
1

105
105
104.016

0.819
0.635
0.635

0.101

1

105

0.751

Placement tests are an objective way
to assess and place students.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.850
2.684
2.684

1
1
1

105
105
98.027

0.359
0.104
0.105

1.334

1

105

0.251

The resources needed (time, money,
staffing, etc.) to place students using
placement tests are reasonable.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

2.871
1.545
1.545

1
1
1

105
105
103.696

0.093
0.217
0.217

3.116

1

105

0.080

It is relatively easy and straightforward
to place students using placement
tests.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.545
0.057
0.057

1
1
1

105
105
104.387

0.462
0.812
0.812

0.564

1

105

0.454

Placement tests are designed to
achieve what I think should be the
goal(s) of assessment and placement.

Placement tests effectively assess
student knowledge and skills that are
important to student success.
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Computerized placement testing
creates challenges for some students
that may result in inaccurate test
scores.
Placement test scores reflect a single
point in time and are not a good
indicator of students' knowledge and
skills.
Placement tests may be overly
expensive, especially if students are
able to retest multiple times.

Many students do not take placement
tests seriously.

Many students do not prepare for
placement tests.

Placement using test scores results in
the appropriate placement for most
students.

Placement using test scores creates
equity gaps in student placement.

MMP is designed to achieve what I
think should be the goal(s) of
assessment and placement.

High school GPAs are generally a good
assessment of the non-cognitive skills
students need to be successful in
college coursework (i.e. grit, study
skills, motivation)

Levene

df1

df2

Sig.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

1.626
2.396
2.396

1
1
1

105
105
61.427

0.205
0.125
0.127

1.537

1

105

0.218

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

1.616
1.182
1.182

1
1
1

105
105
104.873

0.206
0.279
0.279

1.648

1

105

0.202

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.412
0.450
0.450

1
1
1

105
105
104.562

0.522
0.504
0.504

0.368

1

105

0.545

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.145
0.699
0.699

1
1
1

105
105
104.997

0.704
0.405
0.405

0.101

1

105

0.752

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.028
0.049
0.049

1
1
1

105
105
62.606

0.868
0.826
0.826

0.034

1

105

0.854

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

3.769
1.703
1.703

1
1
1

105
105
104.632

0.055
0.195
0.195

3.986

1

105

0.048

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.115
0.006
0.006

1
1
1

105
105
102.642

0.735
0.936
0.936

0.117

1

105

0.733

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.633
0.555
0.555

1
1
1

105
105
103.302

0.428
0.458
0.458

0.339

1

105

0.562

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.067
0.117
0.117

1
1
1

105
105
101.950

0.796
0.733
0.733

0.113

1

105

0.738
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Levene

df1

df2

Sig.

High school GPAs are generally a good
reflection of the math/composition
knowledge and skills students need to
be successfully in college level
math/composition.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

2.399
1.168
1.168

1
1
1

105
105
103.822

0.124
0.282
0.282

1.934

1

105

0.167

High school GPAs are often inflated, so
they are not a good indicator of
students' knowledge and skills.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

10.770
5.446
5.446

1
1
1

105
105
100.113

0.001
0.022
0.022

10.196

1

105

0.002

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

2.355
1.413
1.413

1
1
1

105
105
103.516

0.128
0.237
0.237

1.999

1

105

0.160

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

11.179
5.275
5.275

1
1
1

105
105
99.992

0.001
0.024
0.024

10.848

1

105

0.001

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

1.012
1.953
1.953

1
1
1

105
105
104.326

0.317
0.165
0.165

1.011

1

105

0.317

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

2.322
1.081
1.081

1
1
1

105
105
104.454

0.131
0.301
0.301

2.480

1

105

0.118

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.154
0.008
0.008

1
1
1

105
105
102.118

0.695
0.929
0.929

0.112

1

105

0.739

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

12.229
6.633
6.633

1
1
1

105
105
100.141

0.001
0.011
0.011

12.115

1

105

0.001

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.661
0.061
0.061

1
1
1

105
105
103.794

0.418
0.805
0.805

0.524

1

105

0.471

Overall high school GPAs do not
necessarily reflect math/writing ability.

The resources needed (time, money,
staffing, etc.) to place students using
MMP are reasonable.

It is relatively easy and straightforward
to place students using MMP.

Placement using MMP results in the
appropriate placement for most
students.

Placement using MMP reduces equity
gaps in placement compared to
placement tests.

Placing students using MMP results in
more students successfully completing
the college level course compared to
placement tests.
Placing students using MMP results in
lower course pass rates compared to
placement tests.
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Placing students using MMP results in
lower standards in the college level
course compared to placement tests.

GSP is designed to achieve what I think
should be the goal(s) of assessment
and placement.

The resources needed (time, money,
staffing, etc.) to place students using
GSP are reasonable.

It is relatively easy and straightforward
to place students using GSP.

Students are generally capable of
making well informed choices about
their own placement.

It is difficult to implement GSP
consistently because it is dependent
on who is guiding the students.

Whoever is guiding the GSP process
may inappropriately influence
students' choices.

GSP starts students off on the right
foot in college with a conversation
about their strengths and challenges.

Placement using GSP results in the
appropriate placement for most
students.

Levene

df1

df2

Sig.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.476
0.233
0.233

1
1
1

105
105
104.970

0.492
0.630
0.630

0.512

1

105

0.476

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

2.255
1.396
1.396

1
1
1

105
105
102.547

0.136
0.240
0.240

2.357

1

105

0.128

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

2.908
2.434
2.434

1
1
1

105
105
104.977

0.091
0.122
0.122

3.382

1

105

0.069

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.089
0.059
0.059

1
1
1

105
105
104.901

0.766
0.808
0.808

0.084

1

105

0.773

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

5.820
3.052
3.052

1
1
1

105
105
102.957

0.018
0.084
0.084

5.701

1

105

0.019

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

6.188
2.823
2.823

1
1
1

105
105
101.803

0.014
0.096
0.096

5.988

1

105

0.016

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.676
2.701
2.701

1
1
1

105
105
102.004

0.413
0.103
0.103

0.628

1

105

0.430

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.682
0.016
0.016

1
1
1

105
105
104.184

0.411
0.900
0.900

0.569

1

105

0.452

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.424
0.021
0.021

1
1
1

105
105
104.970

0.516
0.885
0.885

0.542

1

105

0.463
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Levene

df1

df2

Sig.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.582
0.001
0.001

1
1
1

105
105
102.842

0.447
0.978
0.978

0.481

1

105

0.489

Most students will not spend the time
and money to take a developmental or
co-requisite support course if they are
not required to take it, even if they
need the support.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

1.182
1.953
1.953

1
1
1

105
105
104.592

0.279
0.165
0.165

1.286

1

105

0.259

With GSP, more students will fail the
college level math/writing course.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.059
0.046
0.046

1
1
1

105
105
104.958

0.809
0.830
0.830

0.067

1

105

0.796

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

3.484
1.604
1.604

1
1
1

105
105
103.764

0.065
0.208
0.208

3.385

1

105

0.069

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.905
0.913
0.913

1
1
1

105
105
104.916

0.344
0.342
0.342

1.034

1

105

0.312

GSP leads to less resistance from
students in developmental and corequisite support courses, because
students have chosen to take the
course.

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

3.553
1.337
1.337

1
1
1

105
105
104.342

0.062
0.250
0.250

3.908

1

105

0.051

GSP is a return to the "right to fail"
(aka "sink or swim").

Based on Mean
Based on Median
Based on Median and
with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

0.407
0.264
0.264

1
1
1

105
105
103.123

0.525
0.608
0.608

0.459

1

105

0.500

Placement using GSP reduces equity
gaps in placement compared to
placement tests.

With GSP, many students will
overestimate their abilities and place
themselves too high.

With GSP, many students will
underestimate their abilities and place
themselves too low.
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